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ABSTRI\CT 

Sur)'(~a l i ~Ill i 5 eXùllli lied thrùugh i Ls hi s tory ~lIId ph0nolllcrlO l OCJY. 
The frame of reference is shifted from the history of iH't la tlll' 
history of religions; 111' p)'omi',('s of Jllodt~rn att histo)'io~p'Jplly 
examined; élnd Surrea"lisrn placed \·lithin an interdisciplinal'Y contl'Xt. 
The conjunction bet'tleen the Surreal and the sacree! i 5 dC'veloped tllrollflh 
the phenomenalogical clues of the lIl1C~nny, the \veird, and tht' irl'dtiolli11-
popular pt:'rceptions of the Surr'eal. lhe Sllrreal is s~en as the 
trilllsition bet\veen the ordinary ùnd the extra-ordllldY'Y: a~ the thl'(\~hold 
of the sacred. The origins of the Surrealist illlpubc ta "transfonn 
life" are traced ta occultisrn, dlchel.1Y, and henllptic philll<;Oplly. 
that attcmpt ta create "the uniOd of oppositt>s", HisLor;cdlly. 
Surrealism stems from this heterodox tradition of archaic, occult, 
and daemonic elements in European culture, yet it radicdll.y opposes 
them to the accepted religion and conventional mentality. ln 50 
doing, Surrealism creates a nei" orientation based upon t.he powcr 
of contradiction and ambivalence. 
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LI; ~;lJ!{;:ÉA!.l:i~l:: EST ICI EXAl-IINÉ AU TRAVERS DE SON HISTOIRE ET DE SA PIlÉ-
r;o.\!ÉtH)/'()(;IE. r;OTfu: CAURI': Dr: !{ÉF~IŒNCE N'EST PLUS L' li l~TnIRE DI'; L' A!{T ~!AIS 
L'IfI.~Tu[l<E nES 1~1':LIC;lUNS; lJ(J1jS AVONS J~XA:II1'lÉ LES PRÉNUSES DE L'HISTOR.fOGRA
l'II [E III': L'ART lIUIlE RN l': ET NOUS AVONS PLACÉ LE St ll{l{ÉALIS~1E D.\~S UN CONTEKTE 
1 tlTf';H-!JfSG [PLLNArIU-:. I.A JaNeT [ON ENTRF: U; SUkRi~C:L ET LE SACRÉ EST ÉTABLIE 
l'A.: LE BTAIS I)E!, li'wro:s PIIE~'O,'I-.N()LOC;IQU1·:S DE L'ÉTRA:.CE) DU BTZ1\RRl': Ef j)!,~ 
'J' [j{f{ATTON:'ŒL (~U J sotrr Lf~S PERCEPTIONS POPLJLA ŒES DU WI{RÉEL. LE SUf{R~EL 
l:~;I' lcr vu CO~~IE L-\ TfiANStTW:-) ENTRE L'ORIHNAERE ET L1E~TR\ORIJT:-;AIRE: LE 
!,l',[,!L [ill ~;.\Cl{r:. [J,.s O\{[CU,i:~ nE l.A 1E~IIlA:,CE SUlmÉi\L[~\"'E t. ·"fl~A:'SFO~~\!ER LA 
VII:" !;ONJ' RAI"I'ÂC:I(r.:r.~; 'f- L'OCC1jJ.fI:-i\rE, À. L'ALeHl"lrE r.T i~ L\ l'iHLOSOP!lH. HEf\tlÉ-
'1' [(~Ul'. (lU L S' EFFUKCi': !JE CI{J.;fm "L' maON DES OPf'US[;S". D j liN PMNT DE VUE I11S-
TOI{ J qUE) LE SURRÉAL J S:-IE PROV LENT UE LA TRAD L1' ION H~ rÉROl (lXE DES Ér.[;tlENTS 
l\RCIIAÏQIIl':S, OCCULTES ET f)lJ\BOLIQUES DE LA CULTURE EURO l);"lm:-JE, ALORS QU'IL' 
u::, Ol'FOr;E l{AIHCALEHENl' À LA lŒLrCION f:TABLIE ET À LA NE ,l'ALITÉ C0NVENTlON-
NELl)':. r,E FAISJ\NT, LE SlJRREAL 1.S11l'. CRÉE mm NOUVELU; ORli'.;ITATION, FONDÉE SUR 
LI: l'oUIIOI/{ DE CONT!Ü\IHCTION Er D'AMBIVALENCE. 
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A. A violent order 15 disorder; and 
8. A great d1sorder lS an arder. These 
Two thIngs are one. (Pages of lllustrations.) 

III 

After aIl the pretty contrast of life and death 
Proves that these OpposIte thlngs partake of one, 
At least that was the theory, when bishop's books 
Resolved the world. We cannot go back ta that. 
The squirming faets escape the squamous mind, 
If one may say 50. And yet relation appears, 
A small relation expanding like the shade 
Of a cloud on sand, a shape on the SI de of a hill. 

- Wallace Stevens 
"Conoisseur of Chaos" 
1938 
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PREfACE 

Surrealism is an exceptionally eluslve movement whose peculiar 

sensatIons have never been thoroughly analyzed. l undertook to write this 

dIssertatIon with a View to illumlnating the previously uncharted 

connectIons between Surrealism and the sacred. The approach Involved a 

correlntlon of phenomenology and hlstory, in order to arrIve at the 

wldest possIble frame of reference. But to place thlS Interdiscipllnary 

argument ln context required first a discussion of the ways in which 

history has been wrltten ln the fIelds of religious studies and art 

hlstory. The frontal discussion of the problem of historical analysis 

detalled in Chapter One, while seemingly a digreSSIon from the pivotaI 

discussiop of Surreallsm, is therefore intended to provlde the frame 

through WhlCh the problem of Surrealism and modern art history may be 

vlewed. Chapter One, then, attempts to ask the quesion that places the 

subject of this dIssertation ln its proper contexte 

Hence we begln with the broad view established in Chapter One and 

then move lnto the speCIal problems entailed by the analysls of 

Surreahsm. In Chapter Two, "The Surreal and the Sacred", we focus on the 

phenomenologlcal clues that can illuminate the nature of the Surreal. 

Chapter Three deals with the historical context of Surrealism in its 
t>+-

adapt'lons of occultlsm, daernonism, and decadence, whlle Chapter Four 

conveys the context of modernism through a lengthy discussion of Freud and 

Glorqio de ChIrICO in their relation to Surrealisme (These outstvnding 

fIgures were chosen because, in my estimation, they have been the least 

adequately dealt with in the history of the movement.) Chapter rive deals 

( wlth the phenomenology of the Surreal abject and its extra-0rdinary effect 

viii 
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on perceptIon. The uncanny perception Invoked by Surrealist art, 18, ln 

fact, its mosL striklng characteristlc, and the analysls of Chapter Fivp 

attempts to root out the orlgln of the Surreal perceptIon. Flnallv, the 

conclusion presents a larger Vlew of Surreaiist art that weaves the 

threads of the previous chapters wlth the frontal argument attempted ln 

the Introduction. Thus the structure of the whale dIssertation 18 

conceived ln symmetrlcal format, with the broader aspects of the arqument 

presented at the beginnlng and the end. 

A necessarily ambltious tnpic such as thlS entalled research ln a 

number of parallel fields; thereforp the lntended "contributIons ta 

knowledge" overlap several themes. While l r-annat attempt ta welgh the 

relatIve merit of the ImplicatIons of thlS study, 1 3uggest that the 

contributIons to knowledge fall into the following categories: 1) hlstory 

of religlons--new analysis of the weird and the uncanny as elemenls of the 

sacred; exploration of the history of the occult; fuller definition of the 

meanlng of the "daemonlc"; clar! fication of Freud 's affllial Ion wlth thE' 

occultj delineatlng the oceult Influences in modern art. 2) history of 

art--examination of archalc and occult elements in modern art, especlally 

ln relation to arch aie .ce liglor, ; reVlsed view of Freud in relation ta 

Surrealismj revised assessment of the role of Giorgio de ChIrICO ln 

Surrealist theory; new understanding of the raIe of the Surrealist 

object. 3) history of ideas--a more extenSIve definitior. ::!f' the term 

"surreal"; traclng of the history of pagan/ChrlsLlan opposItIons; explored 

influence of history of religions in the fIeld of modern art. It 19 hoped 

that the largercontribution of this dlssertation may be the 

interdisciplinary model developed through the IntersectIon of theorles of 

religIon and theories of art. 
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Prevlous work in the field involved research ln the history of 

religIons and history of art at graduate and undergraduate levels (B.A • 

. Jnlverslty of ManItoba, 1975; M.A. status McGill UnIversity, 1978) in the 

are8S of Chlnese and Japanese religion and aesthetics; methodology: 

archaic religIon, myth, and psychology of religion. Research in modern 

art hlslory and art theory was conducted concurrently (B.F.A. University 

of Manitoba, 1976; M.r.A., WIsconsin, 1980). The format of the 

dissertatIon lS deslgned for greater readabllit) and a unit y between the 

Imaqes selected and the written texte 
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1 Chapter 1 

INTROOUCTION 
Disorder Md the Ideology of ~emism 

lt has been preclsely sixt y years Slnce the beqlnnlnq of th!' 

Surreal ist movernent ln Par 15 in 1924, and Sl.nce that bme the movement has 

beell subject ta a variety of approaches. Amonq these approaches, we !ORV 

discern two preval.llng trends: that 15, to see Surreallsm as hut a step Hl 

the contl.nuous progress towards artistic abstractjon that was poslted hy thp 

ideologlcal program of modern art; or ta see it as part of the lncreas IrH] 

disorder and fragmentatlOn of values that charactenzes modern rulture. 

Wl.thin these two interpretatlons, we flnd l.mpllclt two views of hlstory that 

we may call "the utopian" or "the apocalyptic". 

At lts inceptlon ear l y in the twentleth cent ury , it was dl fflcUlt ta 

place Surrealism wlthw a hlstoncal context. The llluslonist lC clli'lracler 

of much Surrealist art seemed a surv i val from the Romant lC past, yet Il s 

intention was utoplan ln the extreme, for it proposed to "transform Il fe".1 

The movement had aIl the allure of a fashionable radIcal ChIC, that 

surrounds anything novel, di fferent, or revolutlonary--and the lntent lonal 

shock of the Surrealist images had the umntended effect of deflect Inq 

attentl.on away from the movement's larger program. Many of those who 

chronicled the movement were directly involved ln its development; they were 

advocates or eXl.les, who wrote laudatory or evangelical texts extolling the 

Surreallst vision, and in particular, they readed to the baSIC tenets of 

Surrealism as defined by !ts preml.er ideologue, André Breton. Among thlS 

fust generation we may locate the outstanding scholarshlp of Marcel Jean 

1. 
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and Maurlce Nadeau, whose detalled histories of the movement and its art now 

farm the classic prlmary sources for scholarship ln the field. 2 

For the most part, the llterature on Surreallsm Is a record of 

tu st r lOnlC cnes for the ascendance of the imagInation, Influenced by the 

strident polemlcal tone of the Manifestoes of Surrealism. To date, 

scholarshlp on Surreal1sm has been largely descrIptIve, even superficial. 

The movernent' s real contnbutlon ta modern culture has become increaslngl y 

obscure, adapted as lt is by advertislng, and coloured, on the other hand, 

hy varlOUS psychologlcal explanatlons of Surrealist art that conceive of IfS 

meanlng as lying somewhere ln between Freud and the dream. 3 Thls eluslve 

movernent, whose striking contributlon ta art is the peculiar sensat ion of 

the uncanny, the weird, or the extra-ordinary, contlnues to provoke 

questlOns. 

Surreal1sm reslsts the evolutionary llneage of modern art movements 

set forth by most popularized art histories, but our understandlng of the 

rnovement st 111 i5 confined by the ideologlcal thrust of the ear l y modern 

perlod from which it emerges. Then too, the particularly reliqious 

aspirations of the movement, round in its belief ln a "surreahty" and the 

unswerv Ing InSlstence of its artists on the primacy of the imaglnat lOn as 

revelation, as well as ln the sectarian social structure of the movement 

!tse1 f, have never been dealt wlth from the perspective of religious 

studles. While many have noted the persisting correspondences between 

Surreal1sm and rel1gion in its many manl festatiùns, especially as delineated 

ln the movement's transformatlons of archalc, occult, and heterodox 

elements, these curious resemblances have never been pursued and 

lllumlnated. 4 
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Our problem then, is ta search out the lntrinslc meanlnq and 

signi flcance of the Surreal, especially ln lts religlOus raml flcatlons and 

impact on modern culture. The larger purpose of our argument IS, however, 

ta quest lon the convent lOna1 w isdcms From WhlCh much of our know ledqe of 

modern art stems, not Just because con vent ional cateqor lE'S ouqnt ta br' 

challenged l but beC'8use the y may prove tao COnflnlng ta the sJnqular ffiP8mnq 

that we must pursue. Then tao, the term "modern" ltsel f has now passer! lIllo 

history, haVlng acquued an ideo1ogical over lay that llnks Il firml y ta t hr 

past: a withdrawal that IS pOlnted up even more acutel v by the currt'nl 

popular acceptance of the term "post-modern" ta SlgnI fy the contemporary 

penod. S Here we must ask questlons of our chosen subject, Surreallsm, ln a 

new way. Ultimately, we w1l1 need ta Shl ft the frame of reference--that l'. 

ta say, our method and approach--from the hislory of rellglOns to lhe 

hlstory of art. 6 But Fust, we must bnefly reconstruct the nature of thp 

two prev81ling Interpretatlons of modern art through the perspective qrantprl 

by the lntersectlOn of these two disclpllnes. And thls perspecllve fHlfüj 

its common denomlnator in the dlscipline of hlstory Itself. 

1. Modern art and the utopian deslgn of history 

Early modern art history was Inf1uenced by the utoplan Idealism of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centurIes, which held that 

through progress man could ~chieve a perfect wor Id. The idea of pr('~ ress, 

in ils many permutatlOns, took firm ho1d of the artlstlc ImaglnatlOn 01 the 

early twentieth century, carrylng wlth lt a bellef ln the arder anrl 

continulty of hlstory, and the hope that man' s lot would become perfecterl 

throughout the succeSSIve course of time. 7 In lts more extreme forros, 
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proqress phllosophy also proposed the eventual existence of Utopia, the 

earthly paradlse that would oeeur at the end of the historieal sequenee. 8 

ln a fundamental sense, then, the ideology of progress neeessitates a belief 

ln the succession or order of hlstory. 

The ldea of a progressive, linear order to history lnformed early 

modern art erlticism ln a number of ways. It fathered the ldeal of 

lnnovatlon as a sign that progress ln art occurred. The early art critlcism 

of Appollinaue declared that art would evolve ta a point of "cerebral 

abstract lOn" that he all1ed ta the utopian "fourth dImension" of 

Theosophlcal thouqht. AppolllnalIe wrote: 

They are drlvlng themselves towards an entirely new art 
WhlCh wlll be ta palnt ing, as known up ta now, what 
mUSIC IS ta poetry ••• thls will be pure paInting • 
••. The palnters have been led qUlte naturally, one might 
SRy by intuition, ta preoccupy themselves with the new 
posslbllltles of spatlal measurement, WhlCh, in the 
language of~odern studios, are deslgnated uy the term, 
the fourth dImenSIon. (1913)9 

Wlth the semInal cr lt lClsm of Appolllnaue, the cn tenon of "modernlt y" 

became Innovation, InventIon, abstractIon, and, by Impl1cation, 

Imaqlnatlon. The work of Appollinaire's contemporaries--Picasso, GiorgIO 

de ChIrico, Robert Delaunay, or Duchamp--could be understood as "moments" in 

the lnev it able evolulion of art towards abstraction. As envlsioned by 

Appoillnalre, modern art prefigured a utoplan vision of the 

dimension: 

\üshing ta aUaln the proportions of the ideal, to be no 
longer llmite>d ta the human, the young palnters offer us 
works which are more cerebral than sensual. They 
discard ••• the old art of optical illusion ••• in arder ta 
express the grandeur of metaphysical forms. The fourth 
dimension: thlS utopian express~on should be analyzed 
and explalned ••• l,as come ta stand for the aSpIratIons 
and premomtions of the many young artists who live in 
the antlcipation of a sublime art. (1913)10 

fourth 
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The idea of progress thus beeame the kevstone for the evaluatlon of modf'rn 

art. The simultaneous popularlzation of evolutlonary theory in other 

dlsciplines confumed the bellef ln the progress of art. Modern Art 

eriticism came to express a klnd of "phi losophlcal Darwimsm", evident AS 

weIl in the parallel flelds of literature and mUSlC as the pUrlst "search 

for origins". 11 Evolutionary theory alsa lnfarrned the fledgllng dlse ipllnes 

of comparative religion, anthropolgy, and ethnology wlth a fasclnat lOn for 

the "primitive mind" , located somewhere in the far distant past, WhlCh not 

only couid reveal the loglc of the thoughl process ltsel f, but WhlCh coulri 

provide the key to man's spiritual rejuvenatlon in an lmmInent, utoplém 

future. 

Appoillnaire's critical vision of a utopian art of the "fourlh 

dimenslon" contained the seeds of propheey, llnkmg the ldeology of pro()ress 

with bath Darwinian evolutlOnary theory and wlth Theosophleal, 

spiritualistic views of the development. of human conSClOusness. The 

self-fulfilling lmpetus of an ldeology was thereby Invoked by Appoillnalre's 

interpretations of modern art. This was the Ideology of progress. lt waH, 

by implicatiOn, the idea of order: an arder ta achieve ldeal abst.ractlOn 

within the structure of human conSClousness ltsel f, and without, in an 

optimistically llnear succession of hlstory. The lmpulse towards 

abstraction in art could, in Appollinane's Vlew, eypress the proqress of 

human conSClousness towards a utoplan "fourth dlmenslOn", Just as tllstory 

itself would be ordered by progress towards a better, perhaps even utoplan, 

world. 

Building on nineteenth century ldeals of historieal progress, 

sectarian modern art movements such as Dadalsm and Surreal1sm produced 

manlfestoes promoting the idea of a future transformatlon of hum an 

consciousness, which they conspired ta bring about through artlst lC and 
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spIrItual revolution. Dada's nihilism masked an intense deslre for the "new 

man", one who reveled ln expressions of prLnal energy, untrammeled thought, 

and a dIrect perceptIon of reality. The old bIfurcatIon of mlnd and 

feelIng, dream and reallty, would be destroyed; and a new, orIgInal unit y 

regalned. The search for origins was derived partially from Romantic 

conceptIons of the primitIve and the exotic, which were seen as 

partIclpating in a purer and more fundamental level of eXlstence. 12 This 

Implicit Romantlclsm is made expliclt in Tristan Tzara's sound poems, 

rhythmic music, and in Dada performance pieces, such as "La coeur au gaz", 

WhlCh play wlth transformations of archaic and primitive art forms to invoke 

the spiritual persona of the new man: the "noble savage" redux. 13 Unmasked, 

Dada provlded Surrealism wlth the void of total negation, the tabula rasa 

that would enable the Surrealists, in turn, to establish the new prlnciple 

of "the Surreal". The ManIfesto of Surrealism of 1924 proclaims the power 

of the imaginatIon and the dream "ta solve aIl the principal problems of 

11 fe" .14 Here the manifesto as a genre of l1terature discloses its 

fundamental Identity with more obviously utopian social discourse, 

especially in the mutual struggle for a complete transformation of human 

spirituality into an achievable hum an utopia here on earth. 15 

~emi8e8 of the Ppogpess View 

The utoplan optimism of the early modern art movements, expressed in 

the genre of the manIfesta, preflgured the development of the more 

intentlonally abstract and cerebral art that was envisioned by 

Appoillnaue. Gradually, this intention became obscure. What remained of 

the purlst motlvatlons generated by Appollinaire was the idea of historical 
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progression: an idea that had flattened Into a historicism without definitp 

end. 16 The result was that mndernism, as an attItude of utopian aSpJratlon, 

slowly fossil1zed into formal1sm. AppollinaHe's lyncal ldeal of "cerf'brrll 

abstract 1On" was eventually flattened, by the mid-ninet een-S1 xtles, Into 

minimalism, and the seminal work of the early modern art movemE'nts such riS 

Cubism and Surreal1sm became, for many writers, but a step in the 

upward-spiralling sta1rcase of art. Even today, descriptIons of the parly 

modern period stIll are charactenzed by a predisposlt lOn ta ernploy a 

strictly chronologlcal approach that implies historical succession and 

sequence. But as Karl Popper has sa clearly stated: 

The poverty of historicism, we mlght say, lS a poverty 
of the imagination. The historicist cont1nuously 
upbraids those who cannot image a change ln the1r littie 
worlds, but the historicist is himself deflC1ent ln 
imagination since he cannot imagine a change ln the 
conditions of change •••• It really looks as If 
historicists were trying to compensate themselves for 
the loss of an unchanglng world by clinging ta lhe 
belief that change can be foreseen by an unchanqlnq 
law. 17 

The comfort of the idea of arder as historlcal sequence had prev811ed. 

The idea of a linear order within history carrles certaIn assumptions 

about the nature of hlstory, as well as an impliclt eplstemology that 

promotes a linear analysis of the materlal. This IS ln part due to the 

still prevalent influence of the loqical positlvlsm of the nlneteenth 

century, wlth its belief that "proof positive" could be obtalned through a 

"cause and effect" analysis: 18 "The culture of the nineteenth centu.'y, too, 

endowed the writing of history with a particular slgnificance: the 

historical record was proof positive of the progress of the race, a 

progress ••• which was a11 but qualitatively completed wlth their own 8I]e.,,19 

The basic presupposition of such a mechanistic ordering of hlstory lS ta 

break down events and their meanlnqs into fragments WhlCh lead up to, and 
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explaln, the contemporary situation. If events could be ordered in a linear 

sequence, accordlng tO the loglc of cause and effect, then they cou Id be 

lntroduced lnto onels personal range of experlence, dlgested and realized, 

marle accesslhle tO the understandlng in that they explain the current 

clrcumstances. The ideology of progress necessltates an attempt to 

Introduce the object of study lnto onels present historlcal moment, and it 

thereby distorts the perceptIon of the hlstorieal event as a unique and 

autonomous moment. The writing of modern cultural history from a linear 

perspective makes that history psyehologically reassurlng to both the 

historian and the audIence. In this sense, much modern cultural history is 

the product of a predisposition to linear modes of thought, mutually 

reactlng wlth the Ideology of progresse The event could be seen as part of 

the chaIn leading up ta, and explaining the prebent situation. 

The residue of nineteenth cent ury ideals of historlcal order persists 

lnto present scholarship, particularly in the progressive sequence of art 

movements lyplfied by more simpllstic art historles--and,paradoxically, in 

the neqative critical perception of the fragmentation and increasing 

disorder of modern culture that lS so often proposed by scholars in the 

parallel fIelds of religion and culture. We may calI this latter 

InterpretatIon fragmentation theory. We find its source ln the apocalyptic 

deslgn of hlstory. 

2. Modern art and the apocalyptic design of history 

One of the conventlonal wisdoms of cultural ~istory is the 

interpretatlon of modern culture in terms of fragmentation, disorder, and a 

relatlvlty of values. As with the ide a of progress, it is necessary to 
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question the idea of fragmentation as the essence of modern experlence, ln 

arder ta uncover its lmpliclt assumptions about modern art, hlstorv and 

culture. One of the major proponents of ths "fraqmentatlOn theory" 15 

Nathan Scott, who in The Broken Center exam1nes modern Ilterature from n 

religio-historical perspectlve. ZO He suggests that a relativlty of valups 

is the primary feature of modern art. Scott decnes the fragmf>ntat lOn and 

relatlvity of modern cultures, Wh1Ch he asserts stems from the breakdown of 

the moral and rellg10u8 fabr1c of western cultur~. For h1m, modern arl 

expresses a 108s of 2tlsolutes: "the anchonng center of 11 fe is broken flnd 

the world 15 therefore abandoned and adrift" .21 The tradltional values that 

formerly held soclety together are buffeted and challenqed by the radIcal 

changes of modern life. The central problem for the art1st 18, therefore, 

the breakdown of aIl absalute values, which dlssolve lnto fragmentatlon and 

relativity: 

But when the traditlonal premises regarding the radIcal 
significance of things have collapsed, and when, 
therefore, there is no longer any robust common falth ta 
orient the imaginatlve faculties of men w1th respect ta 
the ult1mate mysteries of existence--when, ln other 
words, the basic presuppositlons of a culture have 
become just yawninq questlon marks--then the Ilterary 
artist is thrust upon a most desolate frontier 
indeed. Z2 

Scott is not alone in this interpretation of modern culture. Many 

scholars support the theory that relativity and fraqmentation are the 

subtext of modern art: terms such as "fragmentation", "breakdown", 

"disunity", "disharmony", and "disorder" are often employed in descrlblnq 

the modern experience expressed ln art. Cubism, in partlcular, is stJbject 

to thi5 kind of negative interpretation, lts mult1ple perspect1ves more 

readlly interpreted as fragmented disorder rather thon the fluctuant and 

vital arder that it may also be said ta depict. 23 For example, bath 
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Katherine Kuh's Break-Up: The Core of Modern Art, and ErIch Kahler's The 

Dislntegratlon of Form ln the Arts treat modern art as ë breakdown of 

tradltlonal genres and conventlonal ways of perceiving. 24 Kuh's text deals 

wlth the vlsual break-up of form ln modern painting, whlle Kahler's text 

dlscusses modern art movements, from Dadaism to the emptiness of John Cage, 

in terms of a lack of coherence, a deliberate frivollty of meaning that i9 

intended to lrrltate the audience. And as its title so obviously suggests, 

H. R. Rookmaaker's Modern Art and the Death of a Culture develops a 

chronological survey of modern art from the perspective of an acutely 

regresslve movement into disorder and meaninglessness. 25 Even so balanced a 

text as Wliliam Fleming's Art, MUSIC, and Ideas occaslonally Falls prey to 

the dlssonances of the fragmentation theory of modern art: 

ClashE>s and discord for him are more usual than concord; 
disunity 18 ascendant over unit y; discontinuity is more 
familiar than continuity; and a multiverse has replaced the 
universe • 
•••• No statlc, unchanging ahsolûte can posslbly provlde a 
satisfactory Vlew of the moving world of today. Even the 
age-old princip les of mathematics can no longer be regarded 
as eternal truths, but, like art, man-made expressions 
relatIve to the tlme and place of their creation. 50 also 
the firmest dogmas of religious faiths and political 
doctrines are subject ta far more comment ~ry and 
modification from time ta time than thei~ î~llowers would 
care ta admit. 26 

The derlvation of the title, The Broken Center: 5tudies in the 

Theological Horizon of Modern Literature, is revealing. A pertinent passage 

ln WIlliam Butler Yeats' apocalypt lC poem, "The Second Coming", provides the 

source: 

TUPning and turning in the widening gype 
The fataon cannot heap the fa2aonep 
2'hings faU apaPt; the aentep œnnot hoU; 
MeN anal'cny is l.oosed "POP! the liIOl'ld. 
The b2ood-dimmed tide is 2ooBed, and evepywhepe 
The aepemony of innoaence is dpowned. 
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The best la ok alt oonviotion white the wopst 
Al"e fut l of ',assionate intensity. 

SUl"ely some l"eveZation is at hand; 
SUl"ely the Seoond Coming is at hand. 
The Second Coming!27 

Scott's selectlon of thls poem as the theme of his study suqgests a commonly 

held pessimism, whlle eludlng lts contextual meaning and mlilenlai 

motivation. However, when seen within the context of the poem, the 

fragmentation and disorder revealed through the fllter of Scott' s "brokHn 

center" preflgure a hlgher and more qlorious future hidden ln the present 

ambjguities of the modern perlod. 

The end result of modernism lS, then, for many authors, a loss of 

meaning and the expression of complete disorientation. Scott, tao, suqqests 

that modern literature describes a 10ss of absolutes; it must be se en 

agalnst the void of unbelief, for "the negatively theologlcal character of 

modern literature compels the critlc to enter an essentlaJly theological 

arder of discourse and evaluation ••• the theologlcal horIzon IS centrally 

Important in the literary landscape of our period."28 The percept lOns 

embodied in modern art are relative and fragmented, expressing: 

the evaporation of those primordial images WhlCh obJectIf y a 
people's faith and provide the moral imagination with Its 
basic premises •••• And when there are no paradlgmatlc 
experiences, then nothlng is any longer revealed as having 
decisive importance, and men are ruled ••• by a kind of 
kaleidescopic concept of life, WhlCh, in givlng equal 
signlficance to everything, does, ln effect, attribute no 
radical significance ta anything. 29 

Secular man is condemned to the hell of relativlty and disorder, qraspinq 

for the broken center that once prov ided sense and arder. 30 
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premiaes of the Regress View 

The interpretation of modern culture solely in terms of fragmentation 

and dlsorder implles a view of history that we may calI regress. 31 It 

suggests that the lnereasing disorientation and discontlnuity of modern life 

are part of a larger unlversal order that lS beyond man's control. The 

irreversible arder of hlstory 15 frorn bad to worse. We may also assert that 

the fraqmentatlon theory of modern culture has Its roots in the Biblical 

deslgn of hlstory.32 More signIflcantly, the fragmentatlon theory recalls 

historieal apocalyptic thought, in its essentially predictive tone of 

rlissolution and deeay. like hlstoricai apocalyptlc, it sees the linear 

pattern of history as a downward-spiralling motion Into a catastrophie 

abyss, from which salvat lOn can be aehieved only through miraeulolls 

interventlon. The prImary interest of apocalyptie thought is in 

eschatologicai prophecy or the propheey of the "end-time": "The Ideal future 

of the apocalyptist could only be Inaugurated by awful convulsions, 

catastrophes, or sorne other miraculous deliverance. The signs of its 

nearness were not the likeness but unlikeness of the present ta it.,,33 

As in the apocalyptic vision, fragmentation theory predicts a 

consummatlon to the pattern of historical regression, that is, an end to 

time. The fascination with "end-time" evoked by the cataclysmic disorder of 

modern secular hlstory is a recurrent theme in the fragmentation theory of 

modern art. Modern literature especially has been interpreted as a metaphor 

for secular man' s quest for ultimate meaning: themes of descent, 

dlsorlentatlon and resurrection are compressed mto a mlllennialist paradigm, 

"the way up is the way down", often without adequate sensitivity to the 

Inclplent meaninq that must itself emerge from the work. 34 Like historieal 
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apocalyptic, the interpretatlon of modern culture in terms of the npqatlvP 

meaninq of fragmentation is IImarked by a st range comblnat lOn of peSSlmlsm <ln 

to the present, and hope as to a miraculously eslablished future."'') ThE' 

implicit mlliennialism of thlS view suggests that lt 18 necessary ta endurp 

the chaos of the abyss before the "clantas" of dlv1ne lllum1natlOn. 

Disorder overtakes order; aIl must be be destroyed for 11fe to bpqln anew. 

After the f1nal Apocalypse, the pattern of sp1ralling regress10n 1S halted, 

Satan and the powers of darkness destroyed, and a new arder brouqht Into 

being. 36 The Apocalypt1c event lS necessary for the new order ta he 

realized. The fragmentat10n theory i5, then, a new manlfestatlon of the 

apocalypt1c imaginatlon: a projection of which we often are unaware becausp 

of its int1mate connection to the historical sources of Western thouqht. 

Its power lies ln its prophet1e undertones that assure it, llke other 

self-fulfliling prophecies, a certain lnev1tability. 

It should be apparent that the deseent and fragmentation themes 

diselosed by modern art and literature are qualltatively d1fferent From 

traditional Bibl1cal apocalyptic literature. In 1ts contemporary guise as 

fragmentation theory, the Jeremiads of the traditionsl Judaeo-Chrlstlan 

apocalyptic are thinned and flattened into a simplistlc pattern impo5ed upon 

the art and literature of the modern periode ThlS predictive approach may 

b~ useful in the analysls of bl'oad and pronounced cultural change, but when 

it is taken as a universal truth, it distorts the lntrinslC character of the 

autonomous event. Modern art remains, and must remain, wlthln the 

historieal context; this context has been "marked by a distinct feeling of 

doom and cosmic helplessness,,37 that increaslngly has aroused the tradition 

of apocalyptic prophecy in a camo~flaged forme Like contemporary 

millenialists, the fragmentation theorist~ selectively choose the breakdowns 
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that they describe: "Almost any scrap of truly bad news is hailed as 

another sign that we are in the homestretch of history". 38 Traditional 

Rpocalyptic thauqht lS the seedbed of this modern "ideology of regress", 

moral in overtone, but historlcist ln actuality. The metaphorlcal density 

of hlstorical apocalyptlc 15 flattened into a regressive pattern that 

forblds posItIve cultural change, because It needs to Invoke a hlstoric 

mlilenium. And to interpret modern art excluslvely within this slngle 

pattern 15 to dlstort both the modern and its historlcal source. 

The concept of the relativlty and disorder of modern culture 50unds 

a dominant key of di5card; it Implies a "broken center" tradition of 

apacalyptic thaught. Althaugh thlS perception of the fragmentation of 

modern culture is a much cherlshed notlan, perhaps it cannat encompas the 

entlre situation. The propanents of this school, many of whom, lt must be 

noted, were wrlting ln the earller decades of the twentieth century, have 

been too Immersed ln the historical situation to encompass fully the 

dynamics of cultural change, which involves breakdown and recreation. With 

the wrlting of Nathan Scott in particular, the use of a thealogical 

framework suggests a too-solidly rooted historical perspective, that 

disallows lmpartial or even secular formulation. But a rlgid attachment to 

the Idea of a linear, albeit regressive, order ta history shows a 

fundamental mistrust of unpredictable change, which is then perceived from 

the former orientatlon as "disorder" or "chaos". As Kenneth MacRobbie has 

observed: 

Attempts thraughout history to arrest change have ranged 
from autocratIe tyranny to self-magnified egalitarian 
individualisme But this is ta oppose re-forming 
discontlnuities in favaur of a false stability, and ta 
impose upon the fruit fuI chaos of life breaking thraugh 
ta new meaning, the chaos of an ald arder breaking down 
inta meaninglessness. 39 
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This is an understandable, but unfortunate predilection. 

The fragmentation theory of modern culture offers only a partial 

perspective with regard ta modern art. An actual dlslntegrntlon of 

eslablished artistlc conventions and genres Indeed has occurred--but ta 

remain within thlS perspective is ta obscure the perception of new meaninq 

with the perspective of the past, and to distort the historIcal present Wl th 

a retroactlve interpretation of the events and objects of recent hlstory. 

The new forms of modern art have been seen only ln relation to thelf 

discontinuity from traditions of the past, and not as things ln themselves, 

intrinsically meaningful. The interpretatlon of modern art as fragmentation 

and disorder sees the shadow cast by modernlsm but not its unique 

substance. 

3. Utopian and Apocalyptic Thought Compared 

Paradoxically, the utopian and the apocalyptlc deSigns of hlstory meet 

at the culminating point of hlstorlcal succession: that is, at the pOInt 

where Utopla and the mill~nium merge: this point is the paradisial state at 

the end of time when the New Jerusalem and the archalc Golden Aqe are 

reestablished. The apocalyptic design of history forms a close parallel to 

the program of utopian progress in that the increasing fragmentation and 

disorder of milleniallst vision of history can signify an eventual progress 

ta a rejuvenated existence; a proqress that is contingent on dire and 

dramatic regress, but progress nonetheless. 40 This is the "new heavpn and 

tleW earth", the new Jerusalem brought about through cataclysmic destructlon 

and renewal. 15 it, then, 50 surprising that these two approaches ta 

cultural history adopt twin postures? 
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c For the theory of fragmentation is exactly the obverse of the theory 

of historicai progress, that IS, the nineteenth cent ury Ideal of llnear 

histoneal arder. The "braken center" hypothesls suggests a regressive 

movement ta a cataclysmic, apacalyptlc dlslntegratlon, parallellng ln 

reverse the Vlctorian ideal of llnear hlstorical progresse Nlneteenth 

century Ideals of progress, so deeply embedded in the program of modern art, 

predlcted a linear evolutlon to the fInal order of an earthly Utopla. Early 

modern art cotlClsm siffillarly held the posltlOn that art would progress to 

an llltlmate powt of other-worldly, cerebral abstraction. Conversely, many 

l'eligIo-cultural studies of the twentieth cent ury asserted that the modern 

era would experience a compl9te relatlvity of values, expressed in the 

fragmentatIon and dlsunity of modern art--a disintegrat:ûn culminating in 

the chaos of the Apocalypse. George Steiner has written that "mankind may 

only ask certain questIons in order to elicit a negative, predIctive 

reply" .41 The Interpretation of the current cultural cacophany as movement 

into chaos carrles with it a predictlve element, a self-fulfilllng prophecy, 

that ln itself belles its philosophical sources in the tradition of 

apocalyptic thought. The fundamental polarity of the idea of fragmented 

disorder and utopian order is revealed by the predictive nature of these two 

approaches to modern culture and history. For the concept of progress to an 

abstract and utoplan "fourth dimension" and regress to an inevitable and 

apocalyptic disintegration revea! their commonality in the implicit belief 

ln hlstorical order: the idee of a sequence and predictable stages to 

hlstory. A curious and complex symmetry is created, whereby the future 

utopian order recalls archaic past perfectIon, and tl~ apocalyptic disorder 

Invokes a future "New Jerusalem". Both radically dIvergent views meet at 

( the final point of historiaI development wh en apocalyptic dlsorder 
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leaps into utopian order. Both the teleolagles af modern cultural histary 

as progress towards utoplan arder or as regress ta apocalyptlc disorder 

attempt ta end lime at the culmination of hlstorlcal sequence. And both, 

therefore, succumb ta the ldea of order ln hlstory. 

4. Locatlng the problem 

In the light of this companson, we may mterject an alternative 

perspectIve, that is, to view the modern perlod as one of changlng 

orientation. The disorientatlon brought about throuqh the rapld cultural, 

social, and political changes of the twentieth cent ury also antlclpates a 

newly formlnq, unlquely modern orIentatIon. We must be sensItIve to the 

complexities of thlS emergent vision, so as not to reduce It elther to 

apocalyptlc fragmentation or ta utoplan order. Instead, we flnd ln thlS 

protean recombination of forms, a transformation of known cateqorles of art 

and thought, Into unknown and as yet unnamed vehlcles of hum an feellnq. 

Another way of saylng this, is to characterlze the modern perlod as one of 

"transItion" that contains tensions between the old hlstOrical world Vlew 

and the new evolvlng one. A symptom of transitIon IS the ambIvalence that 

is created wh en elements of the emergent and the dissolvlng cosmologies 

coillde. The transitional nature of the rnodern penod produces tensIons and 

ambiguity because many patterns of art, thought, and bellef co-exlst 

simultaneously, produclng an effect that 15 often lnterpreted as 

dissociation, dlscontinuity or ambivalence. It is this very ambIvalence 

that itself IS the new meaning that we must pursue. Only ln this way rnay wc 

escape the tWln historicist values of Innovation or degeneratlon, utopia and 

apocalypse, and find ln the contradIctIons, amblgulties, and ambIvalences of 

modern art the expression of sorne positIve rather than neqatlve meanwg. 
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t~any aspects of ambivalence or contradIction in Surrealism ln 

partlcular, and modern art in general, cannol be understood from the 

perspectlve of linear or clasSlcal Ideas of arder, because the principle of 

contradIctIon lS antlthetlcal ta a linear or mechanlstlc understandlng of 

art. There lS, however, a certain 10giC ta contradlctlon that may be 

called, "irony" or "the absurd". It is often sensed in modern art as t:,e 

"welrd", the "uncanni', "or the extra-ordinary"--the sensations of the 

Surreal. The IOglc of contradlction pOlnts up the absurdity of mechanistic 

order, or as Bergson calls it, "the l1felessness ln life",42 and uses the 

absurd and the lrratlonal to provoke fresh perceptions of the world. Dada 

and Surreallsm especlally employ the prlnclple of the absurd ta calI into 

question the Vlctorian conventions that strait-jacketed thelr society. The 

elements of ambIvalence and contradiction found in modern art calI for new 

methods of analysls, intentionally withholding staie prejudlces of order and 

disorder, so that we may find some historical slgnificance therein, and thus 

issues of attitude, approach, and method must be foremost in our 

consIderatIon of modern art movements, because only in the awareness of the 

attitude that we bung to our subject, can we be free of il. 

Ambivalence lS objectified in the Surreealism ln a number of ways. In 

Surrealist art and thought, we find tensions between the conventional genres 

of art/ and the unusual and extra-ordinary ways of perceiving developed by 

the movement. In the history of ideas Informing its context, we find 

oppositIons of rationalism and supernaturalism, academiclsm and primitivism, 

and the umquely Surreallst ten~ion of the "mundane" as opposed to "the 

marvE'lous" .43 Religlous tensIons form a substant ial element ln the 

development of Surrealism: ln particular we find a persistent 

paqé?Jn/Christian opposltlOn whose trajectory can be traced From its early 
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manifestations ln the medleval period, ta a frultion in the Iate nlneteenth 

cent ury in France, when it lS latterly expressed as the tenslon between 

oecultism and rationallsm, and especlally IS manifested as an element ln the 

ldeological revoIt of the subterranean bohemian mllieu ailled with the 

political left, against the dominant bourgeOIS SOCIety and its establlshed 

conventlons and values. That thlS reactlOn often took the form of a 

rejection of the still domInant Catholic traditlon in France, the radlcal 

questloning of which has been called "la Crlse de la consc lence Catho tIque" 1 

has been acknowledged by current scholarshlp ln soclology and the history of 

ldeas. 45 The Surrealists emerged from thlS subculturai tradltlon that 

traditionally had empIoyed the elements of heterodoxy and the occult aq;ünst 

the hegemony of reason, the bourgeois mentallty, and conventionsl relIgion. 

In their cry to "lay waste ta the Ideas of famlly, country, rellglOn" ,46 th(~ 

Surreallsts intentionally exploited the power of these perslstent rellglous 

tensions in order ta pravoke a new vislOn of real1ty: a surreality. Llke 

the power of the curse, the blasphemy of the sacred employed by mueh 

Surrealist art in order ta shock the viewer, lronically evokes a double 

reaetlon of fear and awe. Thus, lcanoclaslYl and blasphemy embody a parailel 

potential to effect sacred power, through the radical breaking of rellqlous 

and social tRboos. The outrageous shock effect of Surrealist art startles 

the complacently religious, while at the same tlme revltaIlzlng the radical 

dissident ln hl.s quest for a new v iSlon. 47 RellglOus blasphemy and taboo 

therefore become powerful weapons wielded by the Surrealists against the 

established frame of reference. 
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5. The Central Question 

Our central question lS, then: i8 there not some posltive new ldentity 

in modern art? Can we not dlscern therein sorne centripetal consistency 

rather th an centrlfugal fragmentatlon? The problem of meanlng in modern art 

has commonly been percelved as a change from the forms of the past rather 

than a change into new forms. Questions have been asked from the 

perspectiv~ of the past, that is to say, retroaetlvely, and the substance of 

modern art ras been made subJect to the hlstorleal present in predIctive 

orderings of hlstory. In particular, the apocalyptic and regressive 

dImenSIon of much of the historiography of modern art has been the least 

acknowledged of these perspectives. Modern art has been interpreted in 

terms of negatlve meanlng, and the fragmentation theory has served to 

dispense thlS hal f-truth. Putting the question in this new way allows for 

the posslblilty of some positlve orientation, even if, paradoxically, 

amblguity and ambIvalence are the elements deliberately cultivated and 

expressed. The question can be asked in a number of dlfferent ways, but its 

pnmary purpose !les in the faet that it may afford an escape From the twin 

historlcist values of innovation or degeneration, and simultaneously allows 

one ta see dlmenslOns of ambiguity, ambivalence, and contradiction in modern 

and ln terms of posItive rather than negative meaning. 

lnstead of attemptlng ta arder the lmpressions of Surrealist art into 

prev j ously determwed categories, let us allow the phenomena to speak for 

itself, to determlne ItS own formulatIon and phenomenology. The historicist 

tendenCles of the utopian or apocalyptic vision of modern art must be 

rejected as too confining ta the as yet unrealized nexus of relations that 

we must pursue. Rather, it is as "conoisseurs of chaos" that we must 
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approach our subject. The elemenls of ambiguity and amblvalence that so 

o ft en have been noted as the primary features 0 f Surreal ist art must not bp 

perceived negatively as shadows, but positlvely as substance. Openness ta 

the multiple dimensions of Surrealist art and thought requires, then, a 

taste for ambivalence and a willingness to tolerate ambigultles, 50 that tht" 

various motives impelling its creation may flnally be made mam fest. 
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Chapter II 

THE SURREAl AND THE SACRED: 
A PHENOMENOlOGICAl INQUIRY 

A. THE NATURE OF THE SUR REAL 

From the perspectIve of Religlous Studies, the most perplexlnq and 

important element of the art of Surreallsm is ItS dlsturblng sense of 

premonition or impending doom a feellng of foreboding, pre~estlny, or A 

stranqe and uncanny Immanence in the everyday event. The apprehenslon of 

the Surreal as the "extra-ordlnary" element ln ordlnary experlence reslsts 

the formaI analysis and StyliStlC categories of much current art hlstorv and 

eludes as weIl a sImple transference of themes from the arena of llterary 

criticism onto the "mute matenality" of the Surreallst object. 1 By 

breaking conventionai qenres of subject and modes of depictlon, SurreAllst 

art insists upon ItS own self-defined genre. Yet from a phllosophlca] 

perspective the movement often has been seen as an anachronlstlc form of 

Romanticlsm, the last gasp of Romantic urationallty, WhlCh moves aqalnst 

the currents of progressive abstraction in art and ln thought. The 

difficulty of easIly understandinq Surrealist art lS attested to by the 

current popular characterlzation of Its unique emotional tone as the 

uncanny, the strange, or the weirdj that WhlCh unexpectedly Invades the 

realm of mundane experlence. This feeling of an lrrationui fear and 

disturbing attractIon Invoked by Surrealist art has often been acknowledqerl 

by scholars, who usually classify it as gothlC, thus emphasizing the element 

of dread, and by the general public, who, having accepted it as art, flnrl 

its pecullar mental provocatIons perversely attractIve, even emotlonally 

23. 
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satlsfylng. But the uncanny and dlsconcertlng phenomenon of the Surreal has 

yet la be examlned as a dImensIon within the context of rellgious 

expenence. 2 

1. The Surreal ln Popular Culture 

Our current understandIng of the Surrealist movement has been 

coloured by the vlsual clIches of recent advertising, which employs 

Surrealism's disconcertlng effects of shock and su fIse to develop a 

seductlve promotlonal style. Contemporary advertlsing has, in fact, clalmed 

the emotlonal tone of the Surreal as ItS own, and has explolted the formaI 

techniques of its art to compel Its audience Into the rIveting magnetlsm of 

the material object -- the producl -- and the magIC of consumer actIvItIes. 

Formerly intended to jolt the viewer out of habItuaI patterns of thought, 

the values of shock and strangeness found ln the juxtapOSItIons of 

Surreallst art are now dlstorted Inlo a successful commercial formula that 

eXCItes a profound fascinatIon with the consumer obJect. The translatIon of 

a Surreal "look" Into a compelllng special effect at the same tlme 

demonstrates the power of Surreallst art, ev en when most bowdlerized, to 

provoke the ImagInatlon wlth a slngular, phenomenal abject. The technlques 

of a surreallstic effect are well-known and well-worn. Thus It has become 

Increaslngly dlfflcult to apprehend th~ movement's orIgInal Impact and 

revolut Jry Intent. However much concealed by its later manifestatIons, ln 
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!ts histoncal context Surrealism was a shocklngly new development, both ln 

tre intellectual and artlstlc fields. !ts direct expression ln art was 

often upsettlng or ev en Insultlng ta those Vlewers who could not lranscend 

preconcelved notions of art, and partlcularly a rarefled aesthetlclsm 

Inherlted From the Symbollst movement, in arder to understand the movemenl's 

Intrinsically spultual impetus. In faet, André Breton, the self-apPolnled 

"Pope" of Surreal1srn and spokesman for the movement, decned the laler 

popularizatlOn of Surrealist Imagery as "applled phantasmagorla" or "bazaat' 

Surrealism.,,3 Today, ev en the term Surreal has degenerated Into common 

adjectival usage. Therefore, lt is necessary to avold the conventlonal 

interpretatlons and cllched transformations of Surreallsm ln o[der ta 

uncover the deeper meaning of the movement, its original character, and Ils 

place withln modern culture. 

2. The Problem of Descriptive Language and the Surreal 

Compoundlng our Inereaslngly myopie VlSlon of the Surreal, so 

often mlsconstrued as a eompelling special effect, is the problem of the 

poverty of language with WhlCh ta descrlbe, ln precise terms, ItS emotlonal 

nature and quality. Just as the techniques of Isolation, JuxtaposItion, and 

suprlse have been adopted by commercial culture, so too the descrIptIve 

language of what may provlslonally be called the "extra-ordlnary" element ln 

experlence has been co-opted by the cult of experlence as a commodlty: the 

"religion by tlcketron,,4 of the last two decades, which vends the unlque 
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and unusual experlence. The Surreallst quest for the marvelous, and 

concurrent reJectlon of establlshed and conventlonal values, is also 

paralleled ln recent counter-cultural movements 5, WhlCh have as comblned 

obJecllves a SpIrItual quest and cultural dlscent. The vocabulary adopted 

by such movements expresses a slmllar faSCInation w:th the strange, the 

wei rd, or the bIzarre: ln short, wlth the Surreal. The preCIse meanlng of 

terms such as "strange" or "welrd" slmultaneously became overextended and 

obscured durlng thelr metamorphosis Into all-encompasslng cultural values. 

Hence, the present dlfficulty of verbally identifying and lsolatlng the 

phenomenon of the Surreal is Increased by the loss of a deBcriptlve language 

with wnlch lt can be characterlzed. But, although overworked, words such as 

"welrd" have not lost preCIse deflnltion. In Intentlonally restoring them 

la exact usage, perhaps we may also dlscover a glimpse Inta the nature and 

meanlng of the Surreal. 

3. An InItial Definitlon of the Surresl: the element of the "weird" 

An initIal definitlon of the Surreal in art can be developed 

through such current popular notIons of Surreallsm as uncanny, strange, 

dream-like, or weird. The term "weird", sa often casually appl1ed to 

Surreallst art, upon cl oser scrutlny proves curlously and Increaslngly 

appropnate. Upon pursuing the etymology of the ward, "weird", the 

Anglo-Saxon term wyrd emerges as a sense of "the miraculous or terrible 
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event WhlCh occurs by chance; destiny; fate; and ultlmately dealh !tself."b 

As 8.J. hmmer suggests in hlS defirntive article, "Wyrd ln Anglo-Saxon 

Prose and Poetry", wyrd is the vast controlllng force of fale, df."sllny, and 

the pre-ordination of God WhlCh overtakes men's lives and WhlCh 

slmultaneously determlnes t le slngular events, whether mlraculous or 

grlevous ln nature, WhlCh shape their 10t. 7 In pre-Christian tlmes wvrd was 
--'---

a proper name for the early mythologlcal Germanlc Goddesses of Fate or the 

thred sisters, the Moirae, who were also fertlilty deltles. 8 Thus, the Ideu 

of wyrd Impll8s the old Germanic belief in fate as the hostile power thal 

governs men's llves. Dnginating ln the Old Saxon wurd and the old High 

German wurt,9 the word wyrd ls flrst recorded in Old Engllsh eplcs su ch as 

Beowulf, WhlCh sprlng from a tradition both pagan and Chrlstlan. 10 Yet lhe 

Anglo-Saxon ldea of the wyrd dlffers sharply from the classlcal LatIn 

concept of fate (fatum) because the term ~rd IS From the stem of weordan -

"become" , whereas fate lS From farl, "speak".11 Thus fate is "what has been 

spoken" by the persan! fi cation of a supenor power, rather than somethlng 

which merely occurs, becomes, or lS realized. ThIS seemlngly mlnor 

etymologlcal difference proves remarkably Important ta an understandlng of 

the present usage of "weud", for it lends to the ldea of wyrd the sense of 

an event made real, actuallzed, or effected by a neutral power. It IS "whal 

cames to passIf and not "what has been spoken". 

a) The ambivaLence of the ~: 

The term wyrd as lt is recorded in Old English prose and poetry 

lS, then, ambivalent. It slgnlfies a mlraculous or terrIble event, chance, 

and hence that sense of desliny or purposeful cOlncidence that govern~ 



1 

t 

28. 

men's lives. As the quallty of miracle It lS linked conceptually ta wonder 

(wundor, wun1orwyrd)12 and on the other hand can apply ta terrIble, grievous 

events that accur thraugh the unalterable course of time. ThIS ambIvalence 

of wyrd extends ta the greatest degree when lt sigm fIes 11 fe as ordalned by 

ProvIdence, or antlthetlcally refers ta the destined end of aIl hum an Ilfe, 

death ltself. On thiS pOInt, Timmer pOInts out, "from the general sense of 

lot may be traced the development of meanlng representcd by wyrd as the end 

of the whole world, or the end of a person's 11fe = death.,,13 Thus the ward 

wyrd suggests a specIal kind of event, "a mlraculaus, wondraus, event or a 

terrIble, gnevous event,,,14 and its range of cHcumstance and mamfestatlon 

extends from the occurrence of a miracle ta the ultimate annIhilatIon of the 

world itself. Its neutral power encompasses bath pales of life and death. 

The deeper meanlng of the term weird as uncovered by Its raots in 

the archaic wyrd resembles the apprehensian of power experienced ln the 

sacred event, which breaks through the SImple realm of ordlnary existence ln 

miraculous or terrible manIfestations. It evokes ambivalent feelings of 

faSCInatIon and dread, fear and attraction, transformlng them jnto a sense 

of awe before the unce~ny event, sublime vista or the power abJect or the 

fet ish: that 15, before the "wei rd". 

The cantemporary use of "weud" as a colloquial adjective 

synonymous with the Surreal stIll calls forth a sense of a peculiar and 

curlOUS power that pushes an event out of the range of ordinary experience, 

whether it be an amazlng coincidence, haunting recurrence of events or 

unusually helghtened circumstance. 
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4. The Surreal and the Element of Fate 

The welrd or the uncanny as the qUlntessentlal quallty of the 

Surreal is also acknowledged by other wrlters on Surreallsm. Notably, Roqer 

Shattuck's perceptIve lntroductlon to Maurice Nadeau's classic The Hlslory 

of Surrealism, lsolates the phenamenon of fate as the salient characteristlc 

of the Surreal. 15 Shattuck believes that fate, WhlCh combInes the 

arbitrariness of chance wlth the deliberation of destlny, was the magical 

force that attracted the Surrealists. Like the ldea of wyrd, the concept of 

fate to which he refers combines twa cantradlctory world-views, that of a 

pre-ordalned sense of order or pestiny or the dlsorder and senseless 

character of chance: 

For a long time 1 have felt the need ta distinguish two 
contrastlng ways of grasplng experlence. On the one hand, 
a deep-seated contlnuity appears to link aIl thlngs and 
aIl events and to lend them a slgnlflcance that provokes 
our wonder •••• On the other hand, we frequently reach the 
point at WhlCh the routIne, falsity, and InjUstIce of !lfe 
inflict on us a feeling of senselessness; thlngs happen 
without any evident explanatlon beyond mechanlcal temporal 
sequence •••• In the fust vlew, the world 15 f!lled alld ils 
parts held in place by connectlons •••• !n the second view, 
nothing has structure or slgnificance; the warId barely 
holds lt own against collapse. 16 

Shattuck deflnes these two attitudes towards experience firstly as 

"destiny: a sense of personal fuI filment (or failure) ln an arena of 

events", and second as "chance: bllnd aCCident worklng as the minimal 

propulsive force between one Instant and the next, but never bestowing 

meamng on happemngs thus touched off.,,17 These apparently conflictIng 

vIsions are unIted in the archalc sense of fate: 
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Too clean a dIstinction here unsettles us. l should 
contend that our current usage of the word (ate (wlth 
its qu lfks, lt s Hom es, and its Justice) retains both 
these meanlngs. We usually leave the ambiguity undlsturbed 
because we sense that It belongs. 18 

The Surrealist preoccupatlon WI th l1 0 bject ive chance,,19 as a 

fundamental princlple of Ilfe ylelds an Implicit acknowledgement of fate as 

the active force that works through chance and transforms !ts "anomalous 

randomness" Into meamngful COlnc Idence. The Incandescent moment of sudden 

and dlsturblng relationshlp, ignited by chance, provides the key to 

Surreallty. The epIphany, the moment WhlCt , expands to encompass multIple 

shades of meanlng, Intenslfylng and compresslng tlme itself, became the 

focus of Surreallst thought. AccorOlng ta Shattuck, "l1ke a secret opemng 

ln the fabrlc of ordlnary experlence •••• the Surreallsts ••• dropped everything 

else and affIrmed these moments as the only true reality, as expressive of 

bath the randomness and hidden order that surrounds us. ,,20 The seeffilngly 

arbltrary worklng of chance gives way in Surrealist thought ta a helghtened 

appreclatlon of the wonder of co-incidence; its uncanny occurrences appeared 

ta them pregnant with hIdden meaning. If only the imagination could follow 

SU 1 t by mnronng the operat Ion of chance in "pure psyChlC automattsm" 

the automatlc expreSSIon of thoughts and feelings without conscious 

dellberatlon or control, based ln part on Freud's method of free assocIation 

-- then the concealed meanlng would be revealed in a new state of 

Surreallty. "Imagination alone offers me some intimation of what can be," 
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writes Breton in the first Mamfesto of Surrealism (1924). "The imaglnat ion 

19 perhaps on the pOInt of reasserting Itself, of reclalmlng Ils 

rlghts ••.. When aIl else Falls, it th en calls upon chance, a divlnlty ev~n 

more obscure than the others to whom is ascnbes a11 its aberrat ions. ,,21 

The bizarre and wondrous chance encounter, typif1ed for the Surreaiists by 

the famous metaphor of ls Idore Ducasse (le Comte de Laut réamont ): "He IS as 

h8tldSOfYle. as the fortUltous encounter on a dissect 1ng table of a sewIng 

machine and an umbre11a",22 became a leümotlf of Surrealist aSpiratIon and 

deslre, its fateful randomness understood as the openlng ta the Surreal. 

5. The Surreal and the "Uncanny" 

The word "uncanny", too, admits a simllar conceptIon of the 

Surreal as does the "weird", especially in the mutual conlradlctory elemenls 

bound together in the idea of fate or "the welrd". Associated wilh a 

peculiar emotion of creeping dread and unsettling recogmllon, "the uncanny" 

arouses a sense of omen, premonition and foreboding that often arIses from a 

remarkable cOlncidence or recurrence of events. The phenomenon of "the 

uncanny" signifIeS something that provokes uneasy tensIon, Including the 

gloomy, ghastly, or haunted, or the secret and concealed. 
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a) F~eud'B anaZysis of the Unaanny. 

In an artIcle of 1919, titled "The 'Uncanny"', SIgmund Freud 

explored the nature of the uncanny emot lOn wi th regard to a "theory of 

feeling" WhlCh was uncharacteristic of hlS more prominent preoccupation with 

neuros IS. 23 He suggests that "the uncanny belongs to aIl that lS terrible -

to aIl that arouses dread and creeplng horror ••• lt is equally certaIn, too, 

that the word lS not al ways used in a clearly deflnable sense .•• yet it 

Implles some Intrinslc quallty that justlfies the use of a special name. ,,24 

Freud' s analysls of the uncanny as an intnguing psychological dImension of 

aesthetic experlence is partlcularly pertlnent ta the present exploratIon of 

Surreallst art, WhlCh sa often draws forth a sense of the uncanny ln Its 

depiction of mysterious events or paradOXlcal Images. 

Indeed, the Freudian Influence on Surrealism is well-documented, 

If not, ln fact, overemphaslzed. ln 1921 Andr~ Breton, having cultlvated an 

inlerest in psychiatry whlle a medlcal orderly ln an army mental cllnlc ln 

Nantes (1916),25 Intervlewed Freud in Vlenna. Breton's Interest ln 

psychology was particularly plqued by Jacques Vach~, a former patIent in the 

hospital, who made a lastIng ImpressIon wlth hlS deliberate changes of 

persona and costume and hlS obseSSIon wIth rituals inspned wIth absurd 

humour. 26 Breton, however, seems to have made a poor impressIon on Freud, 

who probably found Breton' s intense absorption in the techmques of the new 

SCIence too self-sel'ving and nebulous to be flattered. Freud nevel' wrote 

about or professed an interest ln the Surrealists; their lntentionally 

Irrationai anties il'ritated and perplexed him. But it IS curlOUS to note 
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that the 1919 publlcation of "The 'Uncanny'" in Freud's journal Imago 27 

coinclded with the establishment of the Surreallst movement ln ParlS and the 

first publicatIon of ItS magazine, LItterature; the 1925 Engllsh translatIon 

of "The 'Uncanny"' appeared one year after the publIeatlOn of the f!rsl 

Manifesto of Surreallsm ln 1924 -- and the thrust of Inqulry of bath was a 

quest for the Ineffable and the uncanny. There 18, in faet, a good reasan 

for thlS common quest. Freud was as much a part of the Uccult Revivai of 

the late nineteenth century as he was agalnst it, with hl8 own brand of 

pyschologlcal empincism. Always fasclnated by parapsychologlcal phenomena 

such as prophecy, teJepathy, and dreams, Freud's wrltlngs of the 19ZU's 

reveal a profound attraction for the occult, especially apparent ln the 

paper "Psychoanalysls and Telepathy" of 1921. 28 The close relatIOn of 

psychologieal researeh to the occult agaln lS lilustrated by the early 

German name for parapsychologlcal researctl: wlssenschaftllche Okkultlsten, 

the domain of forbldden, rejected knowledge. 29 

Freud states that "the uncanny lS that class of the terrlfylng 

which leads us back to something long known to us, once very famll 1 ar." 30 

Citing an extensIve reVlew of comparatIve semantics,31 he pOints out that ln 

Arabic and Hebrew the un canny means the "daemonic", that wh lch IS Impelled 

by a~ anlmlstlc or supernatural spirIt, morally neutral and unpredlclable ln 

deed. How thlS transformation of the famlliar Into the uneanny and 

frightening oecurs is illumlnated by the following remarks: 
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The uncanny ln German lS the ward unhelm11ch, the 
OpposIte of helmllch, helmlsch, meaning 'familiar', 
'native', 'belonging ta the home', and we are tempted ta 
conc1ude that what lS 'uncanny' lS frlghtenlng precise1y 
because It is not known and famillar •••• 
Hawever, not everythlng WhlCh lS new and unfami11ar is 
uncanny. Samethlng has ta be added ta what is novel 
and unfamillar ta make it uncanny.32 

A further InvestIgatIon of the term helmlich, which means famillar, intlmate 

native or belonglng ta the home, reveals a second, antlthetical aspect of 

1 ts meam ng: 

Il. Concealed, kept From slght sa that others do not 
get ta know about it; withheld From others. 
geheim - secret, concealed; 
also Helmllchkeit for Gehelmnls - secret; 
to behave helmllch, as though there were something to conceal; 
helmlich love - love affair; SIn; 
heimllch places - WhlCh good manners oblige us to conceal; 
private parts 
the helmlich art - magi~ 
a holy helmlich effect;J3 

Thus, heimlich can also be defined as a kind of knowledge that is both 

secret and famillar, vernacular and occult. The contrary meaning that 

emerges refers to mystlcal, accult knowledge: a heimllch meaning (mysticus, 

dlvlnus, occultus, figuratus).34 

bJ the oaauZt and the unaanny 

ln thlS connection, the forbidden knowledge of magic, often known as the 

"Left Hand Path, ,,35 is llnked to the idea of the uncanny through Us French 

and Portugese cognates, slnestre, siniestro, meaning the sinlster, the 

uncanny, the other: in effect, the 1eft and not the right. 36 The coloration 
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of the term "sinister" wlth a magical aura perhaps may stem From the namf.' of 

one LudoVlCUS Maria Slnistrarl, (1622-1701) a Franciscan theologlan and 

expert on demons, whose famous treatise on demonlsm, Demonlallty (De 

Daemonlalltate)37 acquired some fame in occult clrcles. 

This IdentIfIcation of the uncanny with the occult lS further 

lllustrated by the use of gehelm ("secret," From helmllch, "famlliar") ln 

the 16th century alchemlcal treatise, Gehelme Flguren der Rosenkreuzen,3H 

which was revived by the Iate n1neteenth century RosicruClan occultlstS. 10 

gain such "secret" knowledqe would allow one to acquue magleal powers, Wl th 

universal potency. "Knowledge of the invisible lS power ta transform the 

visible. It is awesome, fascinating, dangerous knowledge."39 

In a dl fferent sense, heimlich can mean "wlthdrawn From knowledqe, 

unconscious, that which 1S obscure or inaccessIble to knowledge."40 Thus by 

extension, heimlich cornes ta mean its opposite, unheiml1ch: uncanny, 

strange, eerie, ghastly, or unfamiliar. Freud explains this duality of 

meaning: 

Among its different shades of meaning the word heImllch 
(famillar) exhibits one which is identical with Its 
opposite, unheimlich (uncanny). What is heimllch thus 
cornes ta be unhelmllch. The ward heimlich is not 
unambiguous but belongs ta two sets of Ideas, WhlCh, 
without beIng contradictory, are yet very different: on 
the one hand, It means that which is famillar and 
congenial, on the other, that WhlCh is concealed and 
kept out of sight. 41 
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Oul of the secrecy and concealment that sur rounds the un canny is 

drawn another curIOU8 kind of knowledge, that is, sexual knowledge. The 

ambivalent atlltude towards sexuality expressed in such cllches as "helmllch 

places ln the human body (that IS, prlvate parts); heimlich love, love 

affaIr, sIn", 42 combInes wtlmacy wIth concealment. In this sense, then, 

the uncanny occurs where the famillar and intimate becomes secret and 

concealed. Rerp Magrltte's astonishing The Rape of 1934 expresses precisely 

(and somewhat raunchlly) the ambivalence of sexual attractIon, where the 

famlliar face 18 raped by the artistes secret desire (fIgure 1). Indeed, the 

Surrealist predilectIon for the mysterious valise, a famlliar abject WhlCh 

conceals thlngs of an intlmate nature, 111ustrates this notion of the 

uncanny. The Surreal valise, llke l'4arcel Duchamp' s Green Box for example, 

WhlCh contalns the plans fOf The BrIde Stripped Bare by Her Bachelars, Even, 

1915-23, partlcipates in the uncertainty of the uncanny; fllied wlth unseen 

and perhaps Indescfibable abjects, it preclpitates the uncanny play between 

famlliarlty and concealment (FIgure 2). And The BrIde Stripped Bare by Her 

Bachelors, Even Itself conceals desire in Duchamp's adolescent fantasy about 

the mechanization of sex as the "jnternal combustIon engine", the bachelors 

as "malic molds", in a puerile yet subversive vision that has often been 

Vl~~~d with a mlsplaced high seriousness by the later avant-garde. 



Figure 1. René Magritte. 1934. 

The ambivalent attitude towards sexuality expressed in such cliches as 
heimlich places in the human body; heimlich love, love affair, sin", 
combines intimacy with concealment. In this sense, then, the uncanny 
occurs where the familiar and intimate become secret and concealed. René 
Magritte's astonishing The Rape of 1934 expresses precisely (and somewhat 
raunchily) the ambIvalence of sexual attraction, where the famillar face 
is raped by the artist's secret desires. 
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Figure 2. Marcel Duchamp. Green Box 1915-23. 

The Surreal valise, like Marcel Duchamp's Green Box, for example, whieh 
contains the plans for The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, 
participates in the uncertainty of the uncanny; fiiied with unseen and 
perhaps indescribable objects, it precipitates the uncanny play between 
familiarity and eoncealment. And The Bride itself conceals desire ln 
Duchamp's adolescent fantasy about the mechan~zatlon of sex as the 
"internaI combustion englne", the bachelors as "maUe molds", ln a 
puerile yet subversive vlsion that has often been viewed with a mlsplaeed 
high seriousness by the later avant-garde. 

Marcel Duchamp. The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even. 
1915-23. (detail) below. 
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a) The ambivalenae of the unaanny 

The meaning of the uncanny 18 uncovered in the recognItIon of lts 

dual nature as famlliar and concealed. Traclng thls polarlty of meanlngs, 

Freud finds that Schelling's definition of the uncanny most approprlately 

expresses the concept 's Inherent contradictlOns: "rhe Unhelmllch 18 the 

name for everything that ought to have remained hldden and secret and has 

become vislble.,,43 Thus, the basic ambivalence that appears ln the Idea of 

the heimllch is finally named in the unheimllch, lhe uncanny: "Helmllch 15 

a word the meanlng of WhlCh develops towards an ambivalence untii Il flnally 

coincldes wIth its opposite, unheimlich.,,44 

According ta Freud, several events can pravoke the amb 1 valence of 

the uncanny. The uncanny emotlon IS aroused by a confus ion bet ween the 

animate and inanlmate, WhlCh is partlcularly provoked by dolls and 

mannequlns that are stlll, yet seem unnaturally allve, filled wlth human 

presence. This phenomenon is slfPrislngly pertInent ta an underslanding of 

Surrealisme The Surrealist preoccupation with dolls and mannequIns 15 weIl 

known: they often appear as Surreallst obJects, transforrned lhrough sorne 

radlcal or shocking apparel, or even a reallgnment of the Ir Ilmbs. The 

former 15 best illustrated by the 1938 InternatIonal ExhIbitIon of 

Surreaiism in Paris. Included the exhibition were: 1) an entourage of 

outrageous}~ outfltted mannequIns Whlch greeted the Vlewers (fIgure 3)i2) a 

bird-cage or flower-headed woman (fIgure 4); 3) Oall's Rainy Taxi drlpplnq 

rain From the Inside and filled wlth a mannequIn and lIve snalls (Flqure ~). 



Flgure 3. International Exhibition of Surrealisme Paris, 1938. 

The Surrealist preoccupation with dolls and mannequins is weIl known: 
they often appear as Surrealist objects, transformed through sorne radical 
or shocking apparel, or even a realignment of their limbs. The former is 
best lllustrated by the 1938 InternationaJ Exhibition of Surrealism in 
Paris. lncluded in the exhibition were an entourage of outrageously 
outfitted mannequins which greeted the veiwers. 





Figure 4. InternatIonal Exhibition of Surrealism. Paris, 1938. 

André Masson. Bird-cage headed mannequin. (right) 
Flower-headed woman. (no attributlon). (left) 
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Figure 5. Salvador Dall. Rainy Taxi, 1938. 

International Exhibition of Surrealism, Paris, 1938. 
Dal1's Rainy TaxI, dripping rajn from the inside and filled with a 
mannequin and live snails. 
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The latter was exempllfled by Hans Bellmer's horriflc rearrangement of doll 

parts, La Poupée (fIgure 6) or his menaclng and perverse Vlew of woman, Ihe 

M8~hlne-Gunneress of 1937 (fIgure 7). 

The unusual attractIon of the doll and mannequin is only partlally 

due lo the "lntellectual uncertalnty,,45 that allows one to see somethlng as 

bolh allve and dead, anlmate and stIll. As Freud suggests, however, the ldea 

of Intellectual uncertalnty cannot explaln the unusual miasma that surrounds 

the uncanny wlth ambIvalent presence. ThIS presence IS immedlately felt in 

such pecullar Surreallst obJects as Kurt Seligmann's Ultrafurnlture of 193H, a 

repetltlouS playon the aet of sitting that employs a type of sympathetlc 

magIc, the part suggest Ing the whole ln a SOphlst lcated psychologlcal puni or 

ln the psuedo-horrifie Grammophone Sculpture 1938, the manneqUIn swallowed 

whol e and t ransformed by the machine (figure 8; fIgure 9). The Surreahst 

preoccupatIon Wlth dolls and manneqUIns may, ln fact, stem From the Idea of 

the double, the prOjection of onels self lnto an Identlcal prototype, a tWln 

over Whl~h one has no control. Wlth the double, an estrangement and 

allenat'on oceurs ln which even the most basIc famillarity wlth onels face and 

body lS 10st. 46 Thus ln freud's analysls the baSIC dynamlc of the uncanny is 

the prOjectIon of onels sense of self into any possIble fIgure of reallty. 

The anthropomorphlc co-mlngling of the fIgure and the still 11fe ln many 

Surreallst obJects dellneates an ambivalence of meanlng that provokes a sense 

of the uncanny. ThIS fUSIon of the human and the lnammate manifests the 

baSIC prlnciple of the uncanny as a type of psychologlcal projection almost 

Ident ical to the ammlsllc VISion of archalc religlons (fIgure 10). The doll 
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Figure 6. Hans Bellmer. La Poupée. 1936. (above) 

The realignment of dollar mannequin limbe, best exemplifled by Hans 
Bellmer's horrific rearrangement of doll parts, La Poupée or his menaclng 
and perverse view of woman, The Machine Gunneress. 

Figure 7. Hans Bellmer. The Machine Gunneress. 1937. (below) 
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Figure 8. Kurt Sellgmann. Ultrafurniture. 1938. (above) 

The idea of Intellectual uncertainty cannat explain the unusual miasma 
that sur rounds the uncanny with ambivalent presence: a presence that 15 

immediately feit in such peculiar Surrealist objects as Kurt Seligmann's 
Ultrafurniture of 1938, a repetltlouS playon the act of sittIng that 
employs a type of sympathetlc magic, the part suggestlng the whole in a 
sophlstlcated psychological puni or ln the pseudo-horrlflc Grammophone 
Sculpture 1938, the mannequin swallowed whole and transFormed by the 
machIne. 

Figure 9. Oscar Dominguez. Grammophone Sculpture. 1938. (beIow) 
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that sees, the severed hand that moves, and the house preternaturally flllpd 

with ghastly presence -- a11 Indlcate a pnmary mental operat Ion, \"hlCh Frpud 

ca11s "repetlt lOn-compluslon ll47 that is llnked to anlmlsm and the perC'Ppt Ion 

of ~, a mag1cal power that informs aIl aspects of the natural world. lVPI) 

the apparently gothic Caught Ha~ 1932, by Alb r J.'.Ù Giacommett 1 evokps tlle 

chilling power of the uncanny, as does hlS sln1ster The Palace al 4 A.M. 

1932-33, both of WhlCh were created durlng hlS Surreallsl perlod lflqure 11: 

flgure 12). 

Freud' s dlscovery of the ambivalence Inherent ln the phenomenon of 

the uncanny glves sLtpflslng insight into the shape of the Surreal dama In. for 

what lS the uncanny but the attempt to resolve two prevlously contradlctory 

states, the ordlnary and the extraordlnary, the famillar and the unfamillar, 

lnto a new reallty? Breton expresses an Idenllcal deSlre ln the search for 

the Sur real: "1 belle\'e ln the fut ure resolutlon of t hese t wo st al es, ùrPlUIi 

and l'eality, WhlCh are seemlngly 50 conll'adlctory, wto a klnd of absolute 

reality, a Surreality." 48 The uncanny effect IS, ln Freud's analysls, 

produced by effac 1ng the dIstinctIon between the Imaginat IOn and real Il y. And 

what then lS the profound ambIvalence of the uncanny but thlS very atternpl 10 

resolve the ant1thesls of the famillar and the unfamillar, and Imaqlnallvply 

to reform· and·l'eorder the world with the new meanlng of the Surreal? 

The profound ambIvalence of thlS concept, l1ke anClent nddles both 

humorous and mysterlous, attempts to create a new underslandlng of the 

ordlnary as penelrated through and through wlth the extraordlnary. The 

forebodlng wlth WhlCh the experlence of the uncanny lS characterlzed 



FIgure 10. Left: Salvador Dall. The Venus de Milo of the Drawers. 
1936. 

Center: 
Rlght: 

René Magritte. SottIe. 1959. 
Lawrence Vail. SottIe. 1944. 

The anthropomorptnc co-mngllng of the figure and the still li fe in many 
Surrealist abjects delineates an ambivalence of meanlng that provakes a 
sense of the uncanny. ThIS fusion of the human and the inanimate 
manifests a basIc principle of the uncanny as a projection of anels sense 
of self inta any possIble fIgure of realIty: a type of psychologIcal 
projection almost Identlcal ta the anImlstlc VIsion of archalc 
rellglans. 
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Flgure 11. Alberto Giacommeti. Caught Hand. 1932. (above) 

The doll which sees, the se'Vered hand which moves, and the house 
preternaturally filled with ghastly presence -- aIl indicate a primary 
mental operation which Freud calls "repetltion-compulsionlt that 16 hnked 
ta antmlsm and the perceptlon of mana, a magieal power that informs a11 
aspects of the natural woeld. Evënïrhe apparently gothic Caught hand 
19J2, by Alberto G18commetti, evo~es the chilling power of the uncanny, 
as does his slnister The Palace at 4. A.M. 1932-33, both of WhlCh were 
created durlng his Surrealist periode 

Figure 12. Alberto Giacommeti. The Palace at 4 A.M. 1932-33. (below) 
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conversely can emerge as humour or the absurdo In the absurd Ironies of 

COlnCldence, chance, or recurrence, the colloqlulal simple twist of 

fate opens a reallty ln which the aweful and the absurd become 

complementary. The notorlous Alfred Jarry, author of Ubu ROI and the 

lnventor of Umour, WhlCh was a devastatingly morbid sense of the absurd, 

wr ttes, "Laughter 15 barn out of the discovery of the contradictory. ,,49 

Systemat Ized ln hlS "Pataphysics" (The SCIence of the realm beyond 

melaphyslcS) hlS sense of the absurd "became a method of humour based on 

lOglC perpetually reverslng i tsel f. ,,50 Full contradictlOn, wllh !ls 

antlthetlcal reversaIs of meanIng, pOInts up the absurdity of mechanistic 

order,lIthe li felessness in li f e l/
51 -- and therefore uses the absurd to arouse 

fresh perceptIons of the world. Similarly, the Surrealists employed the 

element of the absurd, inherited from Jarry and the early French 

avant-garde, tG achleve a dlsturblng recognItIon of the contradIctIons of 

eXIstence. Often mlsrepresented as meaningless dlsorder or as the result of 

an "automat Ism" derlved from Freud, the paradoxes of Surreallst art are 

Intended instead to provoke new cognitive resolutions that allow one 

slmultaneously to entertaln antithetical sentiments and sensatIons. Thus 

the loglcal purpose of the ambivalence of the uncanny can be seen on one 

level as the prlnciple of the absurdo 
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Surreallsm especially clalms and explolts the absurd to break 

conventional modes of thlnklng and feeling. Seen in thls way, the uncannv 

element in Surrealist art pOInts up the life in lifelessness. The 

strangely menaclng abject -- the secretlve conceallng sUltcase; the 

mannequIn, removed from famlliar context and more pOIgnant ly human thereby 

-- aIl are an attempt to change our experlence of the ordlnary unlverse. 

Even the anthropomorphlc machIne art of Plcabla and Duchamp presents an 

attempt ta humanIze, and therefore contradicl, the mechanlstlc Vlew of 

1lfe. The heightened awareness of the Surreal holds together the mundane 

and the extraordlnary: the uncanny, the weHd, and the Surreal. ln the 

Surreal domaIn, fundam9l1tal distincllons no longer apply. The fast 

Manifesta of Surrealism concludes: "It IS hVlng and ceaslng ta live that 

are imaginary solutIons. Existence is elsewhere."S2 
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B. THE SURREAL AND THE SACRED 

An inItIa] definition of the Surreal, a concept and quallty so 

eluslve that lt must be traced through ItS component elements, can be 

developed through current popular notions of Surreallsm as the welrd, the 

uncanny, or fate. In the previous dIScuSSIon we found that cognate terms 

for the Surrea], such as the weIrd, contaln a fundamental antitheslS ln the 

sense of "a rnlraculous or terrible event WhlCh occurs by chance, destlny or 

fate. ,,53 The idea of the Surreal IS even further ampll fled and deflned by 

the amblvalence of the sacred, which combInes irrational feelIngs of fear 

and attract Ion and transforms them into a sense of awe before the power 

obJect, apparltlon, or the uncanny event. In thlS sectIon we shall explore 

the deeper meanlng of the Surreal, WhlCh must be connected wlth the sense of 

power felt ln the sacred event. 

The specIal element of ambIvalence ln the phenomena of sacred 

power proves central to our understanding of the religious dImenSIon of 

Surrealism. The essentlally ambIvalent nature of the Surreal, as 

demonstrated through lts parallel manIfestatIons in the uncanny and the 

welrd, expresses a hlghly charged tenSIon, wlth exceptional and unusual 

power. The extraordinary tenSIon of the Surreal combInes the extreme 

contradIctIons of fear and longlng, chance and destlny, the ordinary and the 

occult, yet always holds them ln oppOSItion. ThIS contradIctIon is drawn 

taut to provlde a dynamlc confUSIon of meamngs: "If there lS 

contradlctIon, It must Imply tenSIon; the more prominent the contradIction, 

the greater the tenSIon; ln sorne way other than by the contradIction, the 

tenSlon must be conveyed and must be sustained.,,54 
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When abstracted from the context of the Surrealist movement, lhp 

ldea of the Surreal IndIcates the extraordlnary dImenSion wlthln ordlnary 

experience, a contradIction that stands out as mysterlous, strange, or 

wei rd. At ItS core stands a fundamental paradox WhlCh compels some to 

dismlss it as non-sense, seeIng only ItS non-loglcal face; and others lo 

deflne lt anachronlstlcally through prevlously eXIstlng categories such 8S 

"Romanticism" or "Hegellan dlalectic", and thereby rat lonallze It whlle 

mlsplaclng it in the pasto However, the strlklng characterlstlc common to 

aIl Surrealist art and thought lS lts fascinatIon wlth the lrrallonal as a 

means to provoke <:1 sense of "Surreality". 

1. The Irratlonai and the Surreal 

The irrational aspect of the Surreal demands renewed 

consideration, for it appears as distinctly and qualilalively dlfferent from 

the thunderous roll of Romantic ecstasy, whether concelved of ln the 

muscular mysticism of Blake or in the energlzed, 81ry spaces of Turner's 

water-world. For what IS the irratlonal ln the Surreal but the antllhellcal 

meanings that appear ln the uncanny, the wei rd, and the extraordlnary? The 

Surreallst movement was predlcated on the bellef ln the power of the 

lrratlonal and unconscious mlnd, WhlCh, If left unfettered by conSClOUS 

thought, would proVlde the avenue to "the marvelous ... 55 The Surreallst 

object ln partlcular (as yet only briefly dlscussed as the altered obJect, 

the mannequin, or the valIse), elicits an irratlonal fear and altractlon 
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out of propart Ion ta Ils formerly functlonal ongln. The lrrrational factor 

ln the Surreal has at lts source a fundamental pnrclple of "full 

rontradlctian,,56 cr antlthetlcal meanlng, WhlCh runs through the ordinary 

and transforms it Into the exceptlonal and extraordlnary -- but thlS 

confllct IS always held ln tandem sa that we see, feel, and understand lt as 

a uni L 

Thus, ta our Initial deflnltl0n of the Surreal as the 

extraordlnary wlthln ordlnary experlence, as that WhlCh stpnds out as 

uncanny, fateful, or welfd, we can add the further element of the 

Irratlonal as a flrst-order structure pervadlng the Surreallst ~ovement. 

But we must also look behlnd the se lerms lo see through ta the phenamenon of 

the Surreal Itself, and ask why It Intentlonally evokes an lrratlonal 

rpsponse. 

2. l he Holy and the l rrallonal 

A simple stu ft ln our frame of reference from the phenomenologlcal 

to the hlstorlcal proves llluminating on this pOint. The nonratlonal, sa 

orten neqatlvely vlewed by Western phllosophlcal posltlvlsm except for Its 

expression ln humour, 15 a central characterlstlc of rellglous emotlon. It 

has been explored by Rudolf Otto, a theo10g1an and pioneer ln lhe 

phenomenoloqy of religion, who deflnes the non-rational ln the sacred as the 

numinous 57 or the holy. In The Inea of the Holy (Das Helllge) of 1917, 

Otto explored the nonrational element ln the sacred and pOlnted out itS 

ambivalent nature. The publIcatIon of The Idea of The Holy in 1917, and ItS 

Enqllsh translation of 1923, once agaln cOlnclded wlth the lnceptlon 

.. 
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of the Surreallst movement ln Paris, as dld the oeeult wrlt Ing8 of rreud.~H 

The book ltself enJoyed an Immediate and lasting sueeess that atteRled ta 

the current popular fasclnat Ion wlth the esoterlc, the Irrat 10nal, nnd 

especlally, the mystIcal. Certalnly, both Otto and Freud were fal11111ar wltll 

the work of the pyschologlst, Wllhelm Wundt 59 on the orlqlns of rpllC]lon, éJ~, 

he lS cited bath ln Freud's Totem und Tabu (1913), and Otto's Das HClllgP 

(1917). 

Otto hlmself refers to the lrrational lendencles of hls t une \rI 

the foreward to the Engllsh edit Ion of The Idea of the Holy of 1q2~: 

In thlS book 1 have ventured to wrlle of that whlch may 
be called non-rational or 'supra-rallonal' ln the 
depths of the divine nature. 1 do not thereby want ta 
promote ln any way the tendency of our tlme towards an 
extravagant and fantast le 'lfrat lonallsrn', bul rat her 
to JOln ISSUE' wlth lt ln Ils morbld form •.• Jlns book, 
recognlZlng the prafound Imporl of lhe non-rall0llal for 
metaphyslc, makes a serlOUS atlempt ta analyse ail the 
more exaetlv the feeling WhlCh remalns where the 
concept fal1s. 60 

No doubt Otto sensed the soundlngs of a growlng polilleal lrratlonaln:;m ln 

Hltlerlan National Soclallsm, wlth lts calI to the paqan roots of Lerman 

culture ln Volklsch Ideology.61 Thal The Idea of the Holy qrew almobt 

excesslVeIy popular dunnq the lnlerwar peflod,62 lS a test Imony of Itself 

ta the acceleratlng and obsesslVe lnterest ln lfrat lOnal and OCClJlt 

phenomena. Otto was, nonetheless, equally a man of hlS lime, and tus 

descr Ipt ion of the "non-rat IOna1 factor ln the div Ine" may be newly SPN" 
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evpn at the rlsk of flattening ItS meanlng, as a resldue of the Dccult 

Hev 1 val and esoterlc Interests of the early Modern penod. 63 ThIS 

~ompulSlve faSCination wlth the esoterlc was expressed ln the dominant 

tendency amonq serlOUS scholars as weIl as the general populace to pur sue 

the eluslve matrlx and orlqlns of hum an conSClousness. 

3. The Holy and the Surreal 

In defInlng the non-ratlOnal element of the holy as a "numlnous 

power" (From the LatIn Numen, or DIvIne Presence), Otto suggests that the 

arlglns of rel Iglous conSClousness Ile ln a pecullar ematlon llkened to the 

uncanny, WhlCh he calls mysterlum tremendum et fascmans. He explalns that 

"concept ually, myst eflurn denoles merely that WhlCh IS hldden and esoteflc, 

ttlat WhlCh lS beyond concept Ion or understandlng, extraordlnary and 

lJnfdntlllar"b4 -- and From thlS sense of secrecy, we may alsD gllmpse lts 

relatlonshlp to the Dccult. Accordlng to Otto, the mysterl~m tremendum et 

fasClnans lS thp essence and Drlgln of the rel iglous Impluse: 

For the special numlnous quallty, 'rel IglouS dread' or 
'awe' would perhaps be a better deslgnatlon. Its 
antecedent stage i8 'daemonlc dread', (cf. the horror 
of Pan) wlth ItS queer perversion, a sort of abortive 
offshool, the 'dread of ghosts'. It flrst beglns to 
stH ln lhe feellng of 'samethlng uncanny', 'eerie', or 
'welfd'. Il 18 thlS feellng WhlCh, emerglng ln the 
mlnd of pr uneval man, forms the slarlIng pOint for the 
entlre rellglous developrnent ln hlstory. 'Daemons' and 
'gods' allke sprlng from thls root, and aIl the 
products of 'mythologlcal apperceptlon; or 'fantasy' 
are nothlng but dlfferent modes ln which lt has been 
obJectlfled.6~ 
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The nature of "the holy" lS central to our understandlng of 

Surreal1sm, for wlthln the holy we may dlscern the very ambivalence whlch 

eharaeteI'lZeS the weud, the uneanny, and ultlm8tely, the Surrl'al. Hl(' 

fundamentally dual nature of lhe holy, deflned by Dl ta as both dnplOofllc tlnd 

divine, daunllng yet faselnatlng, holds the kev to the ambivalent resonanrPh 

of the Surreal and throws lnto sharp Illumination Ils precarlous Ident Ity 

and elusi ve charaeter. For the Surreal may be underslood as "a quall t y uf 

eXistence that dlstlngulshes the unusual and extraordlnary from the usunl 

and ordinary,,,66 and ln thlS partleular sense il expresses a sacred powpr. 

The "exeept 10nal" lS what 18 saered: "a eategory of valuat Ion whlch has no 

place ln the everyday natural world of ordlnary expenence. ,,67 Itw sacrf'd 

is marked as dl fferent. Standlng apart from everyday 11 fe, Il Indlcat es ri 

reailty that can be known only at the boundanes of the profAne, for ttHlt lb 

where the sacred makes itself known lo us. "The 'sacred' 15 what has hPf'fl 

placed wlthln boundarles the exeeptlOnal (Latin-sanctus). !ts 

powerfulness creates for il a pl ace of Ils own. ,,68 

The taboa or fetlsh abject, the rellc, and also that wtllch only 

8eems non-rel IglouS, Ineludlng sueh relaled phenomena as the Homantle 

category of lhe sublIme as weIl as the modern "peak experJence", {feIt Ifl 

sorne unusual qUlfk of the atmosphere, or Inlensl flcal Ion of mood)-- aIl CAIl 

provoke a sense of lhe sacred. In Dtto's words: 
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Whatever has loomed upon the world of ordlnary concerns 
as sumethlng terrlfylng and baffllng to the Intellect; 
whalever among natural occurrences or events ln the 
human, animal, or vegetable klngdoms has set hlm astare 
ln wonder and astonlshment -- such thlngs have ever 
aroused ln man and become endued wlth the 'daemonlc 
dread' and 'numlnous feelIng' 50 as to become 
'parlents', 'prodlgles', and 'rnarvels'.69 

~ 1 mil ar ly, Ureton bell eves that "The marvelous IS always 

beautIful, anythlng marvelous lS beautlful, ln fact only the marvelous IS 

beaut 1 fu 1. ,,70 A keynot e ln Sur reallst thought, the ldea of the marvelous, 

pOints to the Surreallst ablllty to change perception, and to flnd the 

m8rvelous ln the chance encounters of everyday llfe. 

The perception of the unusual and maglcal quallty that can arise 

from everyday llfe IS lInpllcltly recoqnlzecJ ln modern culture, concealed ln 

popular language, and Ironlcally held up as an Ideal by the banalltleG of 

advert ISlnq WlllCh promise an escape From ennUI, umformlty, and dlscontent. 

The Intrlnslc relat lonshlp of such exceptlonal experlences ta the rellqlous 

sphere seldom IS acknowledged, because the distInctIon between the secular 

and the sacred at thlS pOInt becomes blurred. Experiences of a helghtened 

sense of t Ime or mood (the Romantlc eplphany) vague premonItions or strong 

prpsentlments, are belleved acceSSIble to many ln modern society, but these 

occurrences are better understood when placed beyond the compass of the 

profane. The concept of the amblValence of sacred power, therefore, lS 

essent 1 al for any concept Ion of the rel IglOUS emotlon, a CUrIOUS Impulse 
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WhlCh at its inceptlon Impels so many dimenSions of human 1lfe. And If we 

are to understand the rellglous emotl0n as a living thlnq, then we must 

acknowledge lts potent laI for new transformat Ions ancl developmf:>nt s in modprn 

11fe. The continuaI effervescence of the rellglous Imagination ln modern 

art and cul ture Immedlately becomes apparent when C'onvent lon8 l clemarcat lOriS 

of "rel1g10us" or "non-rellglous" (whether tradltlOnai or sectarlan) tlPCOOlt' 

background to the locus of rel Iglous meanlng that we pursue -- even as Il 

unfol ds ln the Surreal. Then secular culture shows Inherent Slmll ar Il les 1 () 

sacred manifestations, relterated ln the contlnulng transform8tlons of 

Blbleal, archaic, and occult el ements. 

4. The Ambivalence of the Sacred: 

The nexus llnklng aIl these phenomena IS the ambivalencE' of thl' 

welrd, the Hrat 10nal, the ext raordlnary, and hence, the sacred. Ttns 

network of experlenc~ contalns an lrratlonal aspect WhlCh cannai be 

explalned elther ln loglcal or conceptual terms, but WhlCh stems from a 

special emotl0nal response wtnch we must dlstlngulsh and call "thE> 

num 1 nous" or "the sacred". 

The Idea of the sacred conceptually can be separated Into Iwo 

responses -- attraction and repu~sloni terror and wonder, the dauntlnq and 

the comfortlng -- yet WhlCh ln splte of thelr contrary Impulses, are 81ways 

part of a central, coheSlve whole. The sacred lS that .,.,hlCh "breaks 
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Ihrouqll" the world of ordlnary expenence, and lherefore lt must manifest 

llself flnltely to be knawn. ThIS central paradox establlshes ItS essentlal 

Identlly as bath flnlle and InfinIte. Otto therefore suggests that the holy 

18 fundament ally dual in nature, camposed of the quall ty of "daunting 

~wefulness and majesty," and at the same tlme uniquely attractive and 

fasclnat Ing: 

These two qualitles ••• comblne ln a strange harmony of 
contrasts: mysterlum and fasclnans ••• and the resultant 
dual character of the numlnous consciousness, to which 
the entlre rel IglOUS develapment bears witness at any 
rate from the level of the 'daemonlc dread' onwards, is 
at once the strangest and most noteworthy phenomenon in 
the whole hlstory of rellglons. 71 

This antlthesls of emotlons lS further Focused through the archalc 

pheonomenon of taboo. In Totem und Tabu (1913) Freud observed that, "The 

meantnq of tabao dIverges wto twa contrary dIrections. To us Il means on 

the one hand, 'sacred', 'consecrated', and on the other 'uncannYi dangerous, 

forbldden, unclean." 72 Accordlng ta Freud, the anclent Roman ~ (sacred) 

meant the same as the Polyneslan tabao, the converse of WhlCh IS~, 

meanlng "comman" or "generally accessIble".73 For hlm tabaa lS a maglcal 

power, WhlCh lS transmltted llke electnclty From persons to abjects, and 

Slmllarlv Il contalns both positIve and negative charges. 

Thus the sacred 15 what IS set apart: sanctus. Boundarles are 

requlred to mark thlS tranSitIon from the sacred ta the profane in order to 



l 

69. 

protect what is "forbidden" wlth taboos agalnst forms of contact wlth 

sexuallty, property, and death. At the boundary, an ambivalent domaln 19 

created; lt lS here that both realms meet and co-exlst. The ambIvalence of 

the sacred extends through the perceptual response ta a t aboo abJect, ta ttH' 

direct awareness of the numlnous emotlon ltself. Mlrcea ElIade has written: 

This ambivalence of the sacred IS not only ln the 
psychological order (ln that lt attracts or repels), 
but also ln the order of values; the sacred lS at once 
"sacred" and "deflled", sacer can mean at the same t Ime 
accursed and holy •••• Thls same double meanlng eXlsts 
with haglos, WhlCh can express at once the notion 
"pure" and the not IOn "polluted".74 

The pnnclple of contradlct lon 18 especlally apparent ln 

Surreal1sm. It strives to aUaln a pecullar mental vantage pOint at the 

boundary of consciousness, where aIl contradictIons cease ta eXIst: 

Everythlng tends ta make us belleve that there eXlsts a 
certain pOint of the mlnd at WhlCh 11fe and death, the 
real and the lmaglned, past and future, the 
communicable and the Incommunicable, hlgh and low, 
cease to be percelved as contradictions. Now search as 
one may one will never flnd any other motlvatlng force 
ln the actlvltles of the Surreallst than the hope of 
flndlng and fIXIng thlS pOint. From thlS lt becomes 
ObVIOUS how absurd lt would be to deflne Surreallsm 
solely as constructive or destructIve: the pOInt ta 
WhlCh we are referrlng a fortlorI, that pOlnt where 
constructIon and destructIon can no longer be 
brandished one agalnst the other. 7) 

Manifesto of Surreallsm, 1930. 
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ThIS flxed pOint IS the imagination, the telescope through WhlCh ones looks 

ln one dIrection to Imagine in finIt y, and ln the other, to recognlze the 

flnlte. It IS the "terra Intermedla" of drearn and myth. And it 15 the 

Imagination whlch symbollcally transforms the mundane into the Surreal. 

Breton hlmself recognlzes the necesslty of contradiction and 

parAdox to the aet lVlty of Surreallsm. "The greatest common vHtue of 

Surreallst Images;r he wntes, IS the manner ln WhlCh they ubllZe 

contradlctlon ta achleve a sense of the Surreal. He descrlbes thlS vlrtue 

as a "seemlng contradIction" because of the non-rational methods that it 

employs: 

••• because 1 t carnes an Immense amount of seemlng 
contradiction, or because one of ItS terms lS strangely 
concealed, or because It is of a halluclnatory klnd, or 
because lt very naturally glves ta the abslract the mask 
of the concrete or the OpposIte, or because lt Implles 
the negatlon of some elementary physlcal property, or 
because It provokes laughter. 7é 

Manlfesto of Surreallsm, 1924. 

The Surreal partlclpates ln the character of the sacred, because it too lS 

rooted ln a fundamental antlthesls, drawn through the arbltrariness of 

chance, to the absurd, WhlCh provokes laughter ln recognizlng and creatlng a 

purpose fuI dest Iny. 

Yet Surreallsm cannot be defined as rellglous per se, for It 

proclalms Its freedom from rellgious forms, inslstlng on an ever-reflectlve 

response ta expenence. Il reJects ldent 1 flcat Ion as a ph llosophy or a 

rellqlon or an art and alms Instead for an annihIlation of false 

distinctIons ln the moment when the imagination transforms reality: 
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Surreal i sm 15 not mterested ln gl v Ing very ser lOUS 
conslderaüon to anything that happens outside of 
itself, under the gUIse of art, or even antt-art, of 
phllosophy or anti-philosophy - ln short, of anything 
not almed at the annihIlatIon of the being Into a 
dlamond, aIl bllnd and InterIor~ WhlCh 15 no more the 
soul of lce than that of flre. 7 

Manlfesto of Surreallsm, 1930 

This moment, thlS epiphany of expanded tIme, IS avaliable only From the 

unique vantage point of the Surreal. Its specIal matrlX, locatecl in thl' 

Imaglnatlon, "poInts to the presence of a new realIty, WhlCh neeks to makI' 

i ts way Into the reah ty frazen by our con vent Ions, ta ent er 1 nt 0 harlIIony 

wlth tt.,,78 The Imaglnatlon has the potenhal to reveai the eIusLve llIC'anlnq 

of the Surreal. The Imaginat Lon lS placed at the threshold: 

The threshold that separates two spaces also IndLcates 
the dIstance between two modes of belng, the ~rofanp 
and the rellgious. The threshold lS the IlmLl, the 
boundary, the frontier that dlstlngulshes and opposes 
two worlds, and at the same tlme the paradoxLcal place 
where those worlds cOInrnunlcate, where passage From the 
profane to sacred world becomes posslble. 79 

The Surreal Dccuples ItS own specIal place at the threshold of relLgLon. 

But From whence does this rel IglOUS dImenSIon come? What ln the 

Surreal Indlcates clearly the profound religlous meanlng whlch II so 

urgently seeks? To thlS, we must respond, "the superrlat ural," WhLch 18 the 

other name for "the surreal." 
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c. THE SURREAL AND THE SUPERNATURAL 

1. rhe Element of the Supernatural: 

The Surreal lS the supernatural: thlS is ItS other name. This 

concept, and nat the work af a sIngle indivldual, whether It be that of 

Freud, Breton, or De ChlflCO, 15 grandfather ta the hlstory of the 

Surreallst movement, and Il IS wlth "supernatural lenses" that we must see 

through to the world of the Surreal. Wlthln the supernatural, too, the work 

of Freud must be subsumed, even If he lS clted often ln the Manlfestoes and 

rema 1 ns dom 1 nant ln a11 "psychologlcal" explanat Ions of Sull'èahst motI ves 

and expreSSIons -- for ln concernlng hlmself wlth the subconsclous, wlth aIl 

that cannat be understood ln human behavlour by ratIonal means, Freud, ln 

hlS consIderatIon of the psychology of dreams and pSyChlC phenomena, was 

equally calnpelled by the power of the lrratianal. 

Contrary ta popular bellef, the ward surréallsme dld not make !ts 

flrst appearance ln prlnt wlth GUIllaume Appollinalre's play Les Mammelles 

de TIréSIas (Subtltled drame surréaliste) Jn June 1917, but rather, earller 

ln May of that year as part of Appolilnalre's programme notes ta the 

avant-garde ballet, Parade. 79 Parade was dlrected by DIaghIlev, wrltten by 

Jean Cocteau, wlth mUSIC by ErIk Satie, and with set and stage deSIgn by 

PIcasso. Appoillnalre saw ln thlS collaboration the spIrIt of a new art, te 

wluch he gave Initial deflnItl0n as "sur-réalisme": "aillance de la peInture 
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et de la danse, de la plastIque et de la musIque", Whlch would produce "unt" 

sorte de sur-réallsme:"80 The mutual collaboratIon of the arts ln Parade 

dlscloses the emergence of a general tendency, merely named hv Appoillnolrp 

ln hlS raIe as critlc and erstwhlle creator of modermsm. It proved a frpnh 

alternative to hlS use of supernaturallsme or orphlsme: 

Orphisme ou supernaturallsme, c'est-à-dIre un art qUI 
n'est pas le naturalIsme photographIque unIquement, et 
qUI cependant salt la nature, même ce qu'on en VOlt ct 
ce qu'elle contlent, cette nature Interleure aux 
merveilles lnsoupconnées, lmponderables, Impltovables 
et joyeuses. 81 

The aSSOCIatIon of semInal modernlsts such as PIcasso and SatIe wlth the 

development of Appoll1naire' S V lSlon of a new art betrays a doser aIl 1 flrl(,f' 

between these fIgures and the orlglns of Surreallsm than has prevlously hepn 

recognlZed. 

Even so, the provenance of the term surréal IS surrounded by 

dlscord. Other Intellectuals such as Ivan Gall or Paul Derrnée clalrned lu 

have sorne responslbillty for the word's orlgln. 82 Rut accordlnq to Max 

Jacob, lt was PIerre Albert-Buot who suggested the tern, ta Appoillnalre Wl 

an alternatIve ta the latter' s more impreclse use of "supernaturallsme"S3_-

a suggestion that he ObVlously employed. Hlstorlcally, the attrlbutlon has 

rested wlth Appolllnaue for creatlng the descnptlve term "surréalIste", 

WhlCh remained relatively undefined until Its approprIatIon by André Breton 

in 1924. 
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ThiS adjective supplled the Surrealist mavement with a na me only, 

wh Ile J n sp 1 ri t the Surreallsts clung ta the ldea of the supernatural as 

deflped by Gérard de Nerval (1808-1855). After much cont ent lOn among 

varlOUG Int ellectual and artIstlc groups, each clalmlng the exclusIve rights 

t 0 use the ward "surréalisme," André Breton C'ommandeered the term, and 

redefined it as a philosophy, an actIvlty, and a way of llfe ln the first 

t-1amfesto ln 1924. Under hlS oracular tutelage, the self-definltlon of 

Surreallsm acquired an Ideologlcal basis that far surpassed lts orIgInal 

adjectival usage. 

The second, more definitive Introduction to the word surréaliste 

at the presentatIon of Appoillnaire's play, Les Mammelles de TIrésIas, was 

accompam ed by a chance encounter consIstent wlth the aims and bellefs of 

Surreallsm ltself. In attendance were André Breton, former medlcal orderly 

at a mllitary hospltal at Nantes, seeker of truth, and arrIvIste on the 

Parlslan art scene and, unknown to hlm, hlS former patIent of the prevlous 

year, Jacques Vaché. Vaché accepted only one absolute value: Umour, the 

black humour of Alfred Jarry. Vaché's preoccupation wlth the absurd led him 

to counterstage the production oF Appoillnaire's play wlth a fInal 

theatrlcal gesture of hlS own: he appeared at the close of the premIer 

performance dressed as an Engllsh officer and, brandlshing a plstol, 

threatened to Flre Il Into the audlence. 84 

The nlhllism of thlS act sa struck Breton that he felt himself 

overcome as l f by a revelat Ion; he later wrote of Vaché that "he released ln 

mp that consplracy of obscure forces WhlCh Ieads one ta beIIeve In ••• a 
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vocatlon.,,85 Vaché's Lettres de Guerre of 1919, posthumously publlshed b, 

the seminal surreallst group, establlshed hls presence as a cult figure for 

the movement. The let ters express hlS despan at the "thE'at rlcal and 

Joyless futlllty of everythlng."S6 They later lnspned Breton ta wnle tht:' 

followlng controverslal passage, whlch so aften has led ta a superflclol 

IdentifIcation of Surreallsm wlth mere anarchlsm: "The simplest Surreallfil 

act conslsts of going out Into the street, revolver ln hand, and flrlnq ni 

random ln ta the crowd as often as posslble."B7 The Inexplicable Surreallty 

of this gesture was lnsplred more by a frustrated Ideallsm than by a nalVP 

and cruel barbarism. Llke other Surreallst acts, lt IS dE'Slgned even on trH' 

conceptual level to shack, surprIse, or menace the Vlewer out of hlS 

habituaI world-vlew. In tt we can dlscern that Inflamnlatory confluence of 

motI ves that combInes cultural Revolut lOn and bellef ln the supernat urHI 

wlth a long European traditIon of mystlcal anarchlsm. 8U 

An oft-overlooked, yet promlnent passage ln the flrst Manifesta of 

Surrealism (1924) dellneates the precise lnfluence that the Idea of thp 

supernatural had on Surreallst thought. In lt, Breton wrltes of the nomlnq 

of the movement, and notes the conceptual confl iet bet ween the uncE'rtFlln [Jrtd 

poorly defined neologlsm coined by Appolllnaire and the actual ldeologle.il 

import of the surreal as "the supernatural". It IS necessary ta quote thlS 

crucial passage at length: 

In homage to Guillaume Appolllnalre ••• Soupault and l 
ba~tlzed the new mode of pure expression WhlCh we had 
at our dIsposaI and w~lch we wlshed ta pass on ta our 
friends, by the name of SURREALIStv1. l belleve that 
there is no point today ln dwelling any further on HllS 
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ward and that the meaning we gave il Inltlally has 
generally prevailed over its Appolllnarlan sense. :0 
be even fairer we could probably ha~e taken over the 
ward SUPERNATURALISM empleyed by Gerard de Nerval ln 
his dedication ta the Filles de feu.* It appears, ln 
fact, that Nerval passessed ta a tee the SpIrIt with 
WhlCh we clalm a klnshIp, Appolilnaire havlng 
passessed on the cantrary, naught but the let ter, stIll 
ImperfeC't, of SI'rreallsm, havlng shawn hlmsel f 
powerless ta give a valid thearetical Idea of It. 

* And, Breton adds, "also by Thomas Car lyle ln Sart or 
Resartus Book III, Chapter VIII, "Natural 
Supernaturalism", 1833-34. 89 

After this specific identification of the meanlng of Surrealism wlth 

supernaturalism, Bretor. goes on ta quote twa passages by the Symbolist peet, 

Gérard de Nerval, and states that they are "extremely slgm ficant" ln 

defining Surre3lism. The flrst passage descrIbes the complete 

identifIcation of imagInation and reality experienced by the poet: 

l am going ta explain to yeu my dear Dumas, the 
phenomenen of which you have spaken a short while aga. 
There are, as you know: certain storytellers who cannot 
invent without identlfylng with the characters their 
imagination has dreamt up ••• ~O 

The second speaks of the "supernaturalistic" state of mind in which the work 

is eonceived: 

•• , And sinee you have been indiscreet ta quote one of 
the sonnets campased in the SUPERNATURALISTIC 
dreamstate, as the Germans wauld calI it, yeu WIll have 
ta hear them aIl. You will find them at the end of the 
volume. They are hardly any more obscure than Hegel's 
metaphysies or Swedenborg's MEMORABILIA, and would lose 
their charm if they were explained, If such were 
possible; at least admit the worth of the 
expression ••• ?1 
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ThlS passage is essential for an understanding of Surreallsm. It 

reflects the original self-definition of the movement as internally akin to 

a type of Romantic supernaturalism. Indeed, the identiflcation of the 

surrea] with the supernatllral points up the occul t (as appased ta 

sClentiflC) slgnificance of the dream state, with its omens, premonitions, 

and intimatlons of a world of meanir-g beyond rational grasp. This same 

ldentification of the Surreal with the supernatural implies, too, a 

transformatlon and further development of the Swedenborgian ideal of 

"correspondences" between the naturel and supernatural worlds. 92 However in 

his Les Filles du Feu, Nerval expressed perceptions channeled through a 

st ~t.e of dreaming madness, and was preoccupied with a descent into hell ("un 

descent aux enfers") 93 rather than an ascent ta an angelic, supernatural 

heaven. This sudden reversaI of meaning -- fram Swedenborgian angelology ta 

Decadent demanology -- will praye central ta the new meaning of the 

supernatural as developed by Surr~alism. Indeed, Breton defines "Surrealism" 

in the special sense of the supernatural as employed by Nerval. And as if 

tQ fend off aIl pretenders ta usage, he conclusively apprapriates the term 

in a polemical closing note: 

Those who might dispute our right ta employ the term 
SURREALISM in the very special sense that we understand 
it are being extremely dishonest, for there can be no 
daubt that this word had no currency before we came 
along. 94 
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Thus, Breton declsively rejects the Appollinarlan understandlng of 

the Surreal, and states that Appollinaire passessed "naught but the letter" 

of the Surreal -- a ward that dellneates the aree of experlence that they 

wished ta explore. Why then was a mutual decision made amQng the orIgInal 

members of the Surrealist mavement ta adapt as the name for their new 

movement thlS orphdn term bequeathed by Appoilinaire? 

That ult Imately they reJected the name "supernaturalIsm", desplte 

its appropriateness ta their perceived aIms, demonstrates a need ta say 

something new, to define Surreallsm against the background af Romantlc and 

Symbolist thought from which it emerges yet From which it 50 redically 

differs in its approximation of a modern sensibility. 

* * * 

if the meaning that the Surreallsts pursued wes that cf "the 

supernatural", why did they choase anather na me ta define their mavement? 

We have recagnized their need to say something new that would correspond to 

the new reality they sought. But they also needed ta frame their creatIve 

activity in a setting wholly new. In arder ta understand the aSpIratIons of 

the Surrealists, we must penetrate further into these two terms -- the 

"surreal" and the "supernatural" -- to uncaver their intrinsic similarities 

and differences, and thus conclusively t~ define the idea of the surreal. 
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2. Etymologieal Analysls and Comparison of the "Surreel" and the 
"Supernatural ". 

An etymolcSlcal analysis of these two terms yields remarkably 

divergent results. If we compare the terms "surreal" and "supernatural" in 

both Engllsh and the origInal French, sorne obvious dIfferences appear. The 

chart belo~ opposes them v18ually as weIl as semantlcally: 

ENGLISH Supernaturalism Surrealism N. 
Super/natural Sur/real ADJ. 

FRENCH Sur/naturalisme Sur/réalisme N. 
Sur/naturel Sur/réal ADJ. 
Supe r /nature l ADJ. 
Super/naturalisme N. 
Supra/naturel ADJ. 
Supra/naturalisme N. 

The dIfference that immediately leaps to mind is that the term 

"supernatu r 3l," when broken apart Into the prefix "super", and noun, 

"natural", suggest8 somethin~ that i8 set over and above the natural; 

whereas at first glanee the term "surreal," seemingly sa clear and dist inct, 

i8 curiously opaque, without exact deflnition and meaning. The "surreal" 

appear8 to be a contradiction in terms, for what can be bath real and beyond 

(~) the real? An antithetical meaning ls embedded ln the very term 

itself, for whatever i8 real cannat also transcend the real without becoming 

non-real. Yet there it exists, a couble-edged meaning whose dlsarming 

amblguity must serve some purposeful means. 
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In pursuing the etymology of \ he word "supernatural", we find ils 

origin in th~ writings of the medieval schelar and saint, Thomas Aquinas. 

!ts general meaning, accerding to the Oxford Dictionary of Engl1sh 

Etymolegy is "transcending the natural. ,,95 A break between the natural and 

the supernatural worlds is thereby Indlcated. This separation is buttressed 

by the Swedenborglan Ideal of "correspondences" between the natural and 

supernatural wOllds: correspondences that could not eXlst wlthoul a clear 

distinction. 

A break in space from the natural to the supernatural realms is 

implied by the LatIn prefix super, From which the French sur is derived, 

which means something is "set over and above the natural". !ts speci fIC 

meanings are "over," "above," "on top of," "beside," or "up".96 In a general 

sense then~ the use of the prefIX super SIgnifies something "higher ln rank 

or 'quality" and a final aspect of its meamng is "to the hlghest degree" or 

"in ex cess of".97 It is especially thil:l last, more qualitative, aspect of 

its meanlng that informs the French prefix, sur. 

It lS common ta find the prefixes ~, super, and supra, used 

interchangeably in modern French. But wlth regard ta le supernaturallsme, 

the term super is more popularly employed, particularly when referrlng to 

supernaturalism as a belief system linked ta Romanticism. This apparently 

antiquated usage appears frequently in modern French, and its occurrence 

must be attributed to the emergence of supernaturalism as an expreSSion of 

the mysticaJ beliefs of German Romanticlsm during the late elghteenth 

century. In fact, thlS is the case. It was not until 1836 that the word 

supernaturalisme appeared in French in a translation of Goethe's Faust 
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by the visionary poet Gérard de Nerval. Nerval refers ta: "Representants 

des dl fferentes sectes qui Sp part agent l'Allemagne, et ont de tems en terris 

partage le monde" ••. that is "Un dogmatique, un Idéaliste, un reahste, un 

supernaturallst, un sceptique. ,,98 According to Claude Pichois, "Le 

supernaturallste ••• est Ici par reprendre une expression connue, celui qUI 

croit au CIel. Pichois adds that" ••• le mot est un calque d'angine 

allemande plutot qu'un composé de 'super' et de 'naturalisme' ou 

'naturaliste': '1 est en relatIon directe avec le surnaturel au sense 

théologlque ••. ,,99 

It was only in 1855, sorne twenty years after Nerval's adoption of 

the German term, Supernaturalist, that the world surnaturalisme, was 

introduced mto the French language by the poet, Charles Baudelaire. "Les 

repetoires etymologiques ••• font honneur à Baudelaire d'avoir introduit dans 

la langue Français les ~ots 'surnaturaliste' en 1846, et 'surnaturalisme' en 

1855.,,100 From HeInrich Heine's dictum of 1831, "In der Kunst bin lch 

Supernaturalist", Baudelaire newly translated the ward as surnaturall.ste ln 

1855. This change in composition signified a final break with a traditlonal 

theological understanding of the supernatural. Hence,'" Surnaturaliste' a 

permis de couper le cordon ombilical qui attachait encore le surnaturallsme 

à la théologIe. ,,101 Supernaturalism became the visionary, mystical chard 

that reverberated sympathetically with the reveries of the decadent poets. 



1 

82. 

In short, the term "supernaturaI" is oider and more complex 

historically than the neo1091 sm, "surreal iste." Although strict ly speaklng, 

the concept, "the supernatural" OrIglnates ln medleva1 thought, the 

miraculous, InexplIcable, and non-ratlonal preAence WhlCh il Indlcates 18 

recognlzed much eariler ln archalc words such as haglos ln Greek, and \s 

slmilar ln rneaning ta the Polynesian ~. 102 Throughout lts early usage, 

the "supernatural" Indicaled the extraordwary, the ml raculous, and the 

InexplIcable, even though thlS domain was Increaslngly encroached upon by 

the continuaI expansion of knowledge and bellef ln reason. In "All's weIl 

That Ends WeIl," Shakespeare observed that "They say mIracles are past, and 

we have our Philosophicali persons ta make moderne and famillar, thlngs 

supernaturai and causeless." (1601).103 

During the Enllghtenment, the term supernatural acqulred a 

collectivlst slant, as the name for bellef ln the non-ratIonal and the 

miraculous. "Supernaturalism" came ta slgmfy a rellqlOus bellef system 

that countered the prevallIng elevatlon of reason, emplrlCHlm, and 

positivism. These latter attItudes in turn established the Enllghtenment 

"clockwork universel! -- a deterministic, mechamst ic world thal funct loned 

on the prlnciple of ratIonal causality. Romanticism ralled agalnst thlS 

narrow view, anu "the supernatural" was the weapon wlth WhlCh Il beat back 

Enlightenment ideology. Especially in Germany, the belief ln the 

supernatural was early cultivated and developed by thlnkers such as 

Stendhal, Planche, and Heine. From there it was transmitted ta France 
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through the ausp lcious efforts of Madame de Stael, whose Journal De.\'Allemagne 

(co 1810)104 popularlzed Romantlc precepts throughout France and Europe. By 

the Iate 1880's, lt was commonly held that "ratlonallsm has as !ts 

antllhesIs ... supernatural1 sm and naturalIsme ,,105 "Romantic supernaturalism" 

held the bellef Lhat ultlmate reallty could only be dlscerned by the power 

of revelatlon. And It 15 thlS partlcular notion of the supernatural, 

which orlglnates ln medlevallsm and lS cultlvated later ln Romantlcism 

that forms the background to Surreallst thought. 

We have seen that the Surreallsts adopted as their own the concept 

of the supernaturai espoused by the Romantlc poet, Gdrard de Nerval. But 

the use of the preflx ~ ln surréal places the ward ln curlOUS opposition 

to tt-.'~ Ramant lC net lOn of the supernatural. The Latin super generally 

slgnlfles that WhlCh is set over and above, whereas the prefIx ~ has an 

addltlOnal meanir"q of "hyper" or "ln excess of". While it derlves from the 

Lat ln super a slmllar meanlng as "that which is above," "beyond" or "ln 

excess of", a recent development in Hs usage during the Iate nlneteenth 

century altered the emphaslS ln its meaning ta "ln excess of". 106 

Decadent wr lters slIch as Baudelaire, Huysmans, and Gide, employed the term 

~ interchangeably with hyper, super, extra, or supra 107 to signify thelr 

personal preoccupatIon wlth luxuriance, lntensity, and excess. Huysmans, ln 

partlcular, employed the term to emphasize a voluptuarian's delight in the 

sensual and the artificial: 
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Huysmans use avec une préchlect tor. év ldente des 
préfixes~, supra, extré!. qUI traduisent ~a passion 
des extrêmes et correspondent à son aSpiratIon è sortlr 
des orni~res de son sJ~cle. Il aime ~ multlpller les 
termes leI qUI surhumaIn et surhumanIté, surnaturel et 
surnaturallsme, supranaturahsme et suprasens Ible, 
superessence et supernaturel, de meme qu' extrahuma ln et 
extranaturel. Ce goût, sensIble dans A rebours et dans 
la critique d'art, s'accuse encore dans là-bas et dans 
les oeuvres postérIeures, au moment ou l'écrIvaIn a 
rompu ouvertement avec le naturalisme de Zola et de ses 
disciple. 108 

The intensification, exaggeratlon, and helghtenlnq of physlcal and mental 

sensations was a method of expresslng the Decadent devotlon to excess or 

luxurla. It i5 this particular sense of the preflx ~ WhlCh Inforl~ the 

Surrealist understandlng of the word surréal. 

In comparlng the noun of both these terms -- the real or the 

natural, we find once again a simi 1ar dlscrepa,ncy ln meanlng. The real or 

le réel is a far more inclusive and amblguous term than the natural ~le 

naturel), WhlCh has an obvious meaning as "that WhlCh 18 natural and 

innate".109 "Natural" i!3 also deflned as "naturallaw; havlng a baslS ln the 

normal constitution of thIngs; not unusua], marvelous, or miraculous", 

whereas the real is defined slmply as "that WhlCh eXlsts and lS real.,,110 

This further degree of abstraction obJecti fled in the ldea of the "real" 

both encompasses and transcends the natural, because It includes aIl that 15 

"actually existlng and present". Variations of thlS baSIC definltlon of 

"the reallt include: "having an object Ive eXistence; aclually eX1sting as a 

thingj actually occurring or happening. ,,111 Hence "the real" lS what lS 

z 
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"genUlne, undoubted, or natural; that is, actually present or involved as 

opposed ta apparent. ,,112 The French term réel holds the same definitlon as 

1 ts Engllsh counterpart, but in modern usage it has become synonymous with 

l'actuel. According to Le Hobert Dictlonary, le réel means "qui existe 

effectIvement; qUl existe actuellement; actuel; concret; effectlf".113 The 

Interchangeable meamng of le réel with l'gctuel C"that which already eXIst8 

and 18 real") i8 crUCIal to our understanding of Surreallsm. For the 

essence of the real, ln aIl its definitions, lS the prlnciple of recurrence 

or return -- and it is Uns pari:icular sense of k réel, in that we 

return te what is authentlc and genulne and not merely apparent, that is 

increased by the etmology of the term ltself. For the real stems from the 

Labn~, WhlCh has the general sense of "ta return, back, or a9a1n".114 In 

thlS sense, the Surrealists attempted a recovery of the real, the authentIc, 

and the genulne, in a return to a world beyond mere appearances. 

Thus, the contractIon of these two terms, ~ and réel, in the 

name, surréal, makes doubly manifest the contradictIon which was apparent on 

its flrst reading. This contradiction in terms is intensified bv the 

alternate meanings of the prefix sur and the noun réel: for, bearlng in 

mind lhat the modern French usage of sur can mean an intensification or an 

excess of, (hyper, extra), as exemplified in the writings of Huysmans, then 

the ward surréal must be understood as an Intensification or ex cess of the 

real. It is the ordinary made extraordinary, ae in the peculiar emotions 

raised by the weird, the uncanny, or the supernatural. Compounded with the 

alternate meanlng of le réel as l'actuel -- "that WhlCh actually i8 manlfest --
and exists" -- then the idee of the surreal, seemingly sa elusive, points 
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towards the real in excess of itself. Like a riddle, It encloses the real 

within the real: the surreal. It lS an intensIfication of the real ta lhe 

pOInt of an InflnIte, lmmanent power. As "lhe real WhlCh surpasses the 

real," paradoxlcally it cannot be percelved obJectIvely with retlnal VISIon, 

but must be seen only through the eye of the ImagInation, an eye that can 

imagIne its Inflnlte dlmen~lons. 

And flnally It IS only in thlS sense of InfInIte recurrence that 

we can understand Maurice Nadeau's classic statement of the Surrealisl slate 

of mind as " a certain tendency nat to transcend, but to penetrate reailly, 

'ta arrive at an ever more precise and ever more passlonate apprehenslon of 

the tangible world.' ,,115 lt IS ln thlS preClse sense of the real ln excess 

of itself -- the extra-real, If you WIll -- that WB must see ln the ldea of 

the Surreal a harblnger of a certaIn change towards Immanence wi thlO modern 

culture. At the threshold of the sacred, aIl thlngs profane become Imbued 

with Immanent, infinite significance. As wlth the sacred, the Surreal 

returns us to an actual existence as the sole arena ln Whlch our splrltual 

saI vatlolî or damnat ion exists, for Ü IS only through the real that one can 

attain the surraal • 

That the Surreal pOInts towards an lmmanence 1S clearly expressed 

by André Breton in Surrealism and Palntlng: 

Everything l love, everything l think and Feel, 
predisposes me towards a particular philosophy of 
i.manence according la which surreallty would be 
embodied in reality itself and would be nelther 
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superlor nor exteflor ta It. And reclprocally, tao, 
because the container would also be the contents. What 
1 envisage 18 almost a communlcatlng vessel between the 
container and th~ contalned. WhlCh me ans of course, 
that 1 reJect categoflcally aIl InitIatives ln the 
field of paintIng as ln that of Ilterature, that would 
lnevltably le3d ta the narrow Isolatlon of thought From 
Ilfe, or alternatlvely, the strIct domInion of IifE by 
thought. (19:']) 116 

In thlS chapter, we have seen how the Surreal and a related nexus 

of phenomena, each unlquely provoklng and bizarre, aIl partlclpate Inthe 

sense of the sacred. In partlcular, the ambivalence of the sacred Informs 

the pecullar emotlonal tone of the Surreal, the weI rd, and the uncanny, as 

Il shoots through multIple levels of experlence ta dellneate the reilgious 

emotlon at Its most extreme and elemental. On a phenomenologleal level, 

then, the sacred and the surreal are Inextrlcably 11nked through a common 

ambivalence. Hlstorlcally, thlS lS supported by the Surrealists' adaptatIon 

of the word "supernatural" and lts eventual transformatIon lnto the new 

meanlng of the Surreal. These two terms -- th~ Surreal and the supernatural 

-- are fraternal but not Identlcalj semblances with unexpected If lrregular 

symmetries revealed through careful analysis. A subtle transformatlon of 

the transcendant supernatural into the equally powerful concept of the 

immanence of the surreal ultlmately has occurred. We shall now turn ta the 

historlcal transitlons that effect thls change ln meaning. 
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Chapter J Ii 

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: 
The Archaic, the Occult, and the Daemonic in Modern Art 

ln the prevIous chapter, we discussed the nature and quality of 

the Surreal and found the concept of the supernatural pivotaI to its 

self-deflnition. ln this chapter we will trace the development of the 

concept of the supernatural From Its inception in thp Romantic movement to 

lts later transformations in the Symbolist movement during the late 

nIneteenth century in France. Throughout this period, the concept of the 

supernatural remains the sustainlng impulse that draws large parts of 

society, and ln particular the bohemian fringe, towards the occult, the 

archalC, and the heterodox. The decadent Imagery of evil -- Les Fleurs du 

Mal of Baudelaire, the satanism of Huysmans' Là-bas, and the ubiquitous and 

malevolent femme fatale of Symbolist art -- expresses and confirms the 

prevailing trends ln French intellectual circles to embrace maglc, miracle, 

and the inexplicable: ln short, to embrace the supernatural. The current 

and often superflcial delimitation of the art of this penod as "decadent" 

needs ta be enlarged (and, one might add, revisianed) to encompass the 

accelerating crisis in the French Catholic tradition, which ultimately finds 

its full expression in the rellgious reversaIs of Surreallsm. Indeed, the 

parallel development and mutual Influence of the Occult Revivai in ideas, 

(c. 1850-1900) and the Symbolist movement in the arts (c. 1886-1900) is 

singularly important in understanding the origins of Surrealism. In this 

89. 
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ehapter we shall address these multiple themes of the oeeult, the heterodox, 

and the daemonie, in order to elucidate the unusual migrations of ideas 

that coalesce into the unique historieal moment in WhlCh Surrealism is 

conceived. ~Je shall therefore see how Surreal1sm stands out of the French 

Catholic tradition, ta continue a long prevalent European tradition of 

mystical anarchism,1 impelled by religlo-utapian vision. 

We have already seen that the mystical anarchism lmplicit in 

Surrealism is utopian -- for a millennialist \ision anlmated many early 

modern art movements with the idea of a progression of hlstory towards 

ultimate, utopian ends. 2 That this is, in fact, a rel1gious vislOn lS at 

first less apparent. However, it is generally accepted that the utopian 

vision, in aIl its permutations, has at its core the image of the archalc 

"Golden Age" juxtaposed with a future "New Jerusalem."3 Here tao, we flnd 

an ambivalence of meaning in the confllcting visions of hlstory -- as 

utopian progress or primeval perfection -- held by the Surrealists. From 

what does this ambivalence stem? We must look to the immedlate precursors 

of Surrealism, to find, in a single term "the supernatural", the seminal 

roots of the Surreal. 
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A. PRECEDENTS: SUPERNATURALISM, THE "PRELUDE" TO SURREALISM 

1. Romanticism 

Much current scholarship has maintained the view that Surrealism 

lS but a pale reflectlon of the Romantic movement, an identiflcatlon WhlCh 

misconstrlles the radlcally dissimilar Ideas and images that inform these 

diffuse movements. One must speak instead, of a Romantlc tendency ln 

Surrealism, but thlS tendency lS a selective one, which varIes according to 

the tastes of André Breton and varlOUS members of the movement. In thelr 

search for signs of other practitioners of the Surreal, the Surrealists 

found ln the vislonary poets and artists of the Romantic period numerous 

ancestors who express a similar feeling for the lrrational, the marvelous, 

and the supernatural. 4 They claimed these precursors as their own5 and pald 

homage to them in their writings and exhlbitions. Thus the Surrealists 

assembled for their own purpose an "ideal museum,,6 composed of works that 

they admired. A large component of these works were Romantic in ongin. In 

Surréalisme au Service de la Revolution, Tristan Tzara revives themes that 

he found in the poetry ùf the nineteenth cent ury : "the cult of the phantom, 

magic, vice (sexual liberty), the dream, insanity, passlon, folklore, and 

real and imaginary voyage.,,7 In fact, this intentional and self-conscious 

selection of the art of the past has compounded the conceptual confusion 

that surrounds the origins of the Surreal. 

Whlle the Romantic proclivlty for the visionary, the grotesque, 

and the sublime played a central role in Surrealism's discovery of the dream 

state, these themes were also recovered by the movement from other 

hlstorical periods of art. The archaic, prlmitive, oriental, and medieval 
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styles of art provided languages that expressed aIl thBt was unconventlonal 

and lnimlcal to Western Classical Civllizatlon. From the medleval perlod, 

tao, the Surrealists retrleved an intense emotionalism and revolutlonary 

aesthetic senslbillty, which they re-lnterpreted ln theu own works. 

In the visionary art of Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-1516) and 

Heinrich FüsEtli (1741-1825), the grotesque and the esoterIC co-mingled to 

whet Surreallst appetites. In Bosch in pa_~lcular, they found a figure of 

towering imagination whose secret lconography was by defInltion a Surreallst 

form of painting. 8 Bosch's The Garden of Earthly Dellghts (c.1500), presents 

an excessive crowding of dlabollcal Images, often sensuous, yet 

psychologically disturbing, whlCh pOlnted the way towards the power of the 

dream and the imagination ta create a new reailty -- a surreality (Flgure 

13). On closer inspectIon, Bosch's hlstorlcal SItuatIon provldes a 

remarkably close parallel to the ideologlcal posItIon of SurrealIsm. From 

the obsessive sexuallty and the opaquely esoterlc symbols of Bosh's great 

works, It has been suggested that Bosch was assoclated with a heretlcal 

nudist sect called the Adamites, a radIcal faction of the Breth~of the 

Free Spirits. 9 The Free SpIrits represented a type of aberrant, esoterlc 

mysticism whose millenial teachings fell outside the domimon of the 

Catholic Church. They had many followers in the Brabant regjon. Their 

beliefs opposed church orthodoxy, mingling alchemical and antIque themes in 

a millenlal vislon of ritual nakedness and sacramental eroticism. They 

believed in the establIshment at an earthly paradlse -- a New Jerusalem 
tO 

in the here and now, and advocated nudity in worshlp and free conjugal love. 

According to Wilhelm Franger, Bosch' s The Garden. El .Earthly 

Delights expresses in esoteric and alchemical symboli~m the prophecy of a 



Figure 13. Hieronymus Bosch. The Garden of Earthly Delights c. 1500 
(detai!) • 

Bosch's The Garden of Earthly Delights presents an excessive crowding of 
diabolical images, often sensuous, yet psychologically disturbing, which 
pointed the way to~ards the power of the dream and the imagination ta 
create a new reallty -- a "surreality." 
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new spirItual paradise --- a return to a primeval "state of innocence" 

which later encouraged anarchic and egalitarian tendencies in medieval 

soclety.11 Wlthln this heterodox traditIon, one may discern the hIrsute 

profile of the modern bohemian, whose (ree-spuited ciissent seems somewhat 

tarnished when seen against the medieval esoteric tradItion. The secret 

meaning of Bosch's iconography may indeed indicate a heretical and hermetic 

mysticlsm developing from the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries, whlCh 

only recently has been Illuminated, yet which strangely prefigures the 

iconclastic and anarchic dIssent of Surreaiism. 

Within the work of Johann Heinrich Fussii, too, the Surrealists 

found the iconography of the dream and the nightmare. Fussli lingered on 

the gargoyle's vlsage of the nightmare, linking the supine, voluptuous forms 

of his maidens to awakening daemonic sexuality (fIgure 14).12 HIS 

preoccupation with the grotesque resanates thematically with the Romantic 

preference for the ruin, part of the early picturesque tradition, which is 

finally and fully expressed in the bizarre animalian forms of the Victorian 

topiary. In the first Manifesta of Surrealism, Breton remarked: 

The marvelous is not the same in every period of 
history: it partakes in sorne obscure way of a sort of 
general revelation only the fragments of which come 
down ta us: the y are the ramantic ruins, the modern 
mannequin, or any ather symbol capable of affecting the 
human sensibility for a period of time. 13 

The gargoyle, the grotesque, and the ruin thus were harbingers of a 

"pleasing dread" and horror that so attracted the Romantics in their 

conceptIon of the sublime. AlI that was immense, vacuous, or disturbing, 



Figure 14. Johann Heinrich Füs~i. The Nightmare. 1781. (above) 

Within the work of Johann Heinrich Fussli, tao, the Surrealists found the 
ieonography of the dream and the nightmare. Fussli lingered on the 
gargoyle's visage of the nightmare, linking the supine, voluptuous forma 
of his maidens ta awakening daemonic sexuality. 

Figure 15. William Blake. The Aneient of Days. 1794. (below) 

From Fussli, too, the great Romantie poet and visionary William Blake 
drew anatomieal inepiration for the illustrations ta hlS poetry, endowing 
his etehings with a muscular vigor whieh, although seen through the 
mannerism of Fussli, originally derlved From Michelangelo. 

r 
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anything evoking excessive ematians, appealed ta the Romantic imaginatlon. 

From Füssli, too, the great Romantic poet and vlslonary, Wllliam Blake, drew 

anatomical InspiratIon for the illustrations ta his poetry, endowlng hlS 

etchings wlth a muscular vigor WhlCh, although seen through the mannerlsm of 

Füssii, orlglnally derived from Michelangelo (Flgure 15). No evolutlonary 

principle can be seen to operate here, where the medlevallsm of Bosch and a 

thrice-percelved Michelangelo prove fertIle coincidences en route ta 

Surrealism. 

But what distinguishes the Surrealists from these mythoglcally-

inspired visionarles? Sarane Alexandrian has observed that "the Surrealists 

wanted to Invent thelr own mythology,"14 a mythology that would subvert the 

Bibhcal typologies and Graeco-Roman content that were the backbone of the 

academlc classical tradition. In "In Ouest of the My th : An Investlgatlon of 

the Relahonships Between Surrealism and Primitlvlsm," Evan Maurer flnds the 

search itself signlficant, believing that a fundamental confl1ct between 

Surrealist individualism and collective bellef rendered the movement 

impotent 15_- a negative presupposition which can be questloned. Whereas, ln 

My th in Surreallst Painting, 1929-39, Whitney Chadwick details varlOUS 

thematic fragments of Graeco-Roman myths as the inspiration for much 

Surrealist work;16 an issue that would seem to be denled by the movement's 

avowed intention of creating "a new mythology. ,,17 In fact we may understand 

the mythology embedded in Surrealism as a response te ~Iegel's romantlc 

requisite for "a new mythology" to be formed, "out of the uttermost depth of 

the spirit."18 How the Surrealists answered this need ln a unlquely modern, 

and therefore seemingly ambiguous language, is the subject of the remalnder 

of our discussion. 

* * * 
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a) Romantia Supernatu~aZi8m 

Slnce a confUSIon between Romantlc supernaturalism and Surrealism 

still prevalls, especially in literary studles of Surrealism, we turn to the 

hlstory of Romanticism ln arder to clanfy the various transformatIons of 

ldeas WhlCh, ln bivalent directions, seem ta lnform bath tradItions. 

The term "romantic" first emerged in reference to the archalcist 

tendenCles of medieval romances, "chlvalnc tales", 19 WhlCh had perslsted 

through the Renaissance and were called romantlc ln contradistlnction ta the 

then-prevalllng c1asslcal models. The word developud !ts full Impl1catlOns 

very gradually. It "derlves from the romances of the l-1iddle 

Ages ••• suggesting what 1S imagInative and Ideal after the pattern of 

medieval chlvalry."ZO The term "ramantic," at fHst peJoratively referrlng 

to medleval sentlmentality, eventually became a key phrase for aIl 

unconventlonal Intellectual tendencies during the Enllghtenment. 

Emotlonalism and lrrationalism, spIritualism and supernaturallsm, were 

especially slngled out as romantlc characterlstlcs. 

ln aesthetics, the romantic first was manifested ln the 

predilectIon for nature worship, a love of gardens, and pantheism; in "the 

wlld and overgrown rUln", and in "the contriving of bizarre and weird 

effects.,,21 ThIS was expressed in the aosthebc of the "picturesque" which 

culminated in the Gothic revivai in archItecture of the nineteenth century, 

wlth its concomItant resurrection of the gargolye and the grotesque. In 

paIntIng, the inflnlte spaces of Caspar David FrIedrich (1774-1850) 
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precisely delineated the Romantic love of nature and the sublime, Whlle the 

mythologlcal Unlverse of Blake proved foll to the exotlcism and gestural 

brushwork of Eugene Delacroix (1798-1863). Each indlcated ln dIverse ways 

the Romantic cult of indlvldual imaglnation. 

As previously noted, the vogue for supernaturallsm was Imported 

into France malnly through the exposure of Madame de Stael's L'Allemagne,22 

which became the platform for the popularlzatlon of German Romantlc thought 

throughout Europe. Supernatural and mystlcal themes attracted the majofIty 

of bohemlan and radical thinkers, already emotionally dlsafflllated from the 

sClentiflc, positivistic attitudes of Enlightenment thought. 

In the subsoil of Romantlclsm, then, one finds a protean 

multlplicity of themes, dynamically converging ta form what may loosely be 

called the Ramantic movement, attitude, or temperament. Arnong these themes 

are discerned several key components -- medievallsm, archalsm, exotlclsm 

primitivlsm, and the accult -- aIl of which provlded styles for Romantlc 

spirituality and emotionalism. A latent medlevallsm proved lnSplratlonal 

fo~ Ro~antic sentlmentality, and Impelled the eventual Ideallzatlon of 

"national temperament" into the cult of neo-barbansm and Germamc Volklsch 

ideology.23 On the other hand, archaicism, prlmltlvism, and ~~otlclsm 

bespoke the myth of the Golden Age -- a state of grace in nature from WhlCh 

man had fallen through his overdependence on "the meddl1ng Intellect" of 

Reason, as expounded by the SWlss-born Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He proposed 

the concept of the noble savage ta express the "goodness of nature and the 

original vutue of the human heart ,,24 an original st ate of freedom and 

innocence ta which modern man might return. 
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bl The Romantic "FZight fl'om Reason" 

Tite concept of the supernatural develops from the medievai penod 

and is reafflrmed ln Romantlclsm. The Romantics pointed towards the 

supernatural as another dImensIon of human llfe which they believed 

transeended analysls by reason. As a slgn for thlS transcendent reaIm, the 

supernatural became the banner under WhlCh Romantic thlnkers embraced the 

lrrational and the oceuit as antidotes to the hegemony of Reason. Both the 

non-ratIonal and its ally, the oceult, flouflshed ln the medleval perlod in 

the form of dlabollClsm, magIc, and the oceuit SCIences. The hermetlc 

phliosophies of medleval mystics such as Jacob Boehme25 (1575-1624) revealed 

a cosmology composed of a strange secret symbollsm, partly Blbkcal and 

partly alchemlcal ln InSpIratIon. The Dccuit SCIences, (alchemy, the tarot, 

and hermetlc or Gnostlc phIlosophIes) later became relegated to the domain 

of secret "reJected knowledge. ,,26 These rejected bel1efs were decislvely 

degraded and abandoned ln the new Enllghtenment SpIrIt of sCIentlfic 

Inqulry, emplrlclsm, and ratlonallsm. The Romantic struggle for the 

lrrational and the occult was a symptom of a historlcal development called 

"the FI ight From Reason"27 -- the reaction to a causal, mechanistic Unlverse 

best symbollzed by Newtonian physics. The Romantlc '~light from Reason" 

proved alI-Important to the Romantic temperament in Its elevatlon of the 

Imagl nation and the non-rallonal. "The reJecllon of reason as a category of 

thought Involved the rejectlon of a society whose weapon reason was.,,28 

Iron~cally, Enllghtenment rationalism and anti-clerlcism fueled 

RomantlC panthelstlc spIrltuallty, WhiCh in turn envisloned an ineluctable 
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universe expressed in archaic and occult mythologIes. Many French authots 

in the late nineteenth ~entury "became attracted to the occult Ideas, 

mythologies, and practlces made popular by Ellphas Lévi, Papus, and Stanllas 

de Guaita. From BaudelaIre and Verlaine, Lautréamont and Rlmbaud, to our 

own contemporaries, André Breton and hlS dIscIples, aIl these artlsts 

utilized the occult as a power fuI weapon ln thelr rebelilon agalnst the 

bourgeOls establlshment and !ts Ideology.,,29 The Romantic cult of the 

bohemlan rebel, doubly inspired by the high theatre and egalltarlan Ideallsm 

of the French Revolution of 1789, allowed an IdentIfIcatIon of the dlvlnely 

inspired outsider, the rebel, wlth occult as weIl as anarchIe tendencies. 

The curlOUS affIliation between occultlsm and the political 1eft, which at 

its further reaches develops Into the uneasy marnage between "esotenc" 

Surrealism and radIcal Communism,30 paradoxlcally IS expressed and unlfied 

ln the French term, sinestre (slnister, uncanny) which refers ta the 

directlOnal "left" and also ta the secret or occult. 31 \~hlle Caryle's 1837 

The French ~evolution flfst refers to the radlcal left as g8uche,32 the 

atmosphere of paranoia whlCh has long surrounded the history of magIC and 

the oceult, as well as anarchie and communistlc phllosophles, must be vlewed 

in terms of our former analogy wlth sinestre, for only this constellation 

can explain the cumulative symbolic power of the "left" ta evoke the popular 

epithet, "wltch-hunting", which was employed durwg the McCarthy era, for 

example. 

ln 1837, John Stuart M1l1 wrote, "Romantlclsm represented a 

reaction against the narrownesses of the elghteenth century".33 He was 

refernng to the European Enlightenment wlllch "accepted a world tao narrovl 

because of ItS addiction to geometric thinking and the ailled doctrIne of 
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neo-classiclsm, or else to Lockean empiricism."34 Human knowledge, the 

Romantlcs feIt, couid not be Iimited ta an empiricism of the senses. The 

causal, mechanistic unI verse of Newtonian phySICS offended the Romantic 

conception of the range and grasp of human expenence. This "clock-work 

UnIverse" was only the senSIble surface of perception, according ta the 

VISlonary WIlliam Blake (1757-1827). Blake prayed: 

••. May God us keep 
From SingZe vision & Newton's sZeep35 

To the Romantic eye, scientific "single vIsion" was one-dimensional, and 

could never encompass the infInlte potentiailty of the world and its 

objects. For "If the doors of perception were cleansed, every thing would 

appear ta man as It Is, infinJ.te. ,,36 Overdependent on reason and 

mechanistic ln understanding, Enlightenment man seemed to the Romantic 

vislon to be held back by his own pOSltlvistic and causal reasonlng. In 

Jerusalem (1804) Blake Imagines hlmself tortuously enwrapped by "Reasonings 

llke vast serpents", and Albion, his England, driven by a compulSIve IOgIC, 

inexorably, and me~ninglessly: 

Fo~ Bacon and Newton~ sheathed in dismal steel~ theip teppops hang 
Like iPOn 8coupges ovep AZbion: Reasonings Zike vast Seppents~ 
Infold aPound my limbs~ bpuising my minute apticulations. 

l tum my eyes to the SahooZs and Univel'sities of Eupope 
And thepe behoZd the Loom of Loake~ whose waof wages dipe~ 
Wash'd by the Watel'-lJJheeZs of Newton: black the aloth 
In heavy tJ!'eathes folds ovep evePy Nation: cpuel Wopks 
Of many wheels l view~ wheeZ without wheeZ~ with aogs tyl'annic 
Moving by compuZsion eaah othep~ not as those in Eden~ whiah~ 
Wheel within wheel~ in fpeedom revolve in harmony and peace. 37 
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The Newtonian "clock-work uniVerse" would be crushed by the Edenic vlsion. 

c) The "NaturaZ SubUme" 

Ta Enlightenment rationalism, the Romantics opposed the concept of 

the supernatural. The supernatural could be perceived only wlth the eye of 

the imagination, which found in nature correspondences ta the dIvIne 

presence. In Book III of The Prelude (1798-1805), Wordsworth attempled a 

renewal of visIon in which a pantheistic concept of nature and a sense of 

the extraord~nary ln the humble Images of everyday life, antlcipates the 

later Surrealist preoccupatIon wlth the marvelous. Even the Surreallst 

predIlection for the "found abject" (Objet trouvé) expressed ln theH "cult 

of stones, ,,38 IS ear ly delineated by Wordsworth, who saw hlS stones Bmmated 

by a "quickening soul": 

•.• To eve~ naturat fop,m~ rock~ fruit~ or f!ower~ 
Even the loose stones that aover the high-way~ 
l gave a moral life: l saw them feel~ 
O~ Zinked them to sorne feeling: The great mass 
Lay bedded in a quickening soul and aU 
That l beheZd respired with inward meaning. 39 

The Prelude Book III, 130-135. 

The imagination alone could reveal the meaning of human experience in 

nature. Only through the imagination could the "Natural Sublime" be 

perceived. The infinite reaches of nature -- Alpine mountalns, thunderous 

skys, and the eternal, cavernous abyss -- empowered the imaginatIon to 
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understand inflnity. Strikingly distinct From "the beauti fuI", the quality 

of the sublime leads to "terror, obscurity, difficulty, power, vastness, 

leadinq to maqniflcence and infinity.,,40 The attraction of in finit y was 

above aIl located in the vacu~ty of space and the abyss, which excited an 

analogous density of emotion in the human imagination. It is described by 

Edmund Burke: "The pass~on caused by the great and sublime in nature, when 

thelr causes operate most powerfully is Astonishmentj and astonishment is 

that state of the soul ~n whi~h aIl its motions are suspended, with sorne 

degree of horror".41 

The imaginatlon, then, became the telescope to the "natural 

sublime", which generated intensively ambivalent emotions -- "a delightful 

Horror; a ternble Joy,,42_- in the human heart. The theoreticBl writings of 

Coleridge reflect the belief in the power of the imagination to transform 

life: 

The primary IMAGINATION l ho~d to be the Living Power 
and prime agent of a~L human pe~ception, and as a 
repetition in the finite mind ~ the eternaL act of 
creation in the infinite l AM. 3 

Slmilarly, Wordsworth enshrined in The Prelude those "spots of tilOe" in 

which a heightened poetic perception remembers and illumines reality as the 

poet senses the presence of the infinite sublime in the natural wor Id: 

There are in our existence spots of time, 
That with a distinct ~e-eminence retain 
A renovating virtue, whence ••• 
our minds 
are nourished and invisibLy repaired; 
A virtue, by which pteasure is enhanced, 
Tllat penetrates, enab 7,e8 us to mount, 
When high, more high, and tifts us up when fa7,7,en. 44 

The PreLude, Book XII, 208-18 
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The "spots of time" crystallize inta the Romantic epiphany, the moment which 

expands time into infinitude, refracting prlsmatically multiple shades of 

meaning. 

dJ "Natul'aZ SupernaturaZism" 

The ides of "the natural subI ime" introduces the concept of the 

supernatural as it first appears and is developed in Romantic thought. It 

15 through nature that Swedenborg's Idea of correspondences lS expressed: 

••• All things which exist in Nature From the very least 
to the greatest are correspondences. The reason they 
are correspondences is that the natural world wlth aIl 
that it contains eXlsts and subsists From the spiritual 
world, and both worlds form the Divine Being. 45 

Emmanuel Swedenborg 
Heaven and Hell 

The anal ogy between natural and supernatural worlds reflects the Romantlc 

tendency ta employ Bib[cal design and paradigms, which, accordlng to 

Swedenborgisnism, inexorably command the pattern and destiny of human life. 

Everything visible that exists does 50 because of a spiritual force: "The 

key is the scnpture understood allegorically.,,46 Events taking place in the 

everyday world could thus be understaod as a re-enactment of archalc, 

eternal myths. The interpenetratlon of the nat~l and the supernatural 

worlds was named "Naturel Supernaturalism" by Thomas Carlyle, who deflned it 
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in Book III of Sartor Resartus, 1833-34. In the first Manifesta of 

Surreallsm, Breton refers expressly ta Car lyle' s "Natural Supernaturalism" 

as the type of supernaturallsm pursued by the Surrealists. The 81ms and 

lconography of Surrealism can therefore be understood as an attempt ta 

answer Carlyle's visIOn of the great need of hlS age "to embody the dlvlne 

Splrit of that RelIgIon (Chrlstianity) ln a New Mythus. ,,47 ThlS endeavor 

was Natural Supernatural1sm, "for the general tendency of the age was, in 

degrees and ways, ta naturaliz~ the supernatural and humanize the Divine.,,48 

In Blake's famous hymn Jerusalem, we find precisely this use of a 

Bibhcal typology. The new Jerusalem lS transformed ln the poet's mystical 

vision of Engl3nd: 

And did those feet in anaient times 
WaZk upon EngZand's mountaù18 green? 
And was the ho Zy Zamb of God 
On EngZand's pZeasant pastupes seen? 

And did the Countenanae divine 
Shine for»th upon our aZoudcd hiZZs? 
And was JepusaZem build6d he~e 
Among these dapk Satania miZts?49 
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B) ROMANTICISM, PRIMITIVISM, EXOTICISM, AND THE PURSUIT OF "ORIGINS" 

Just as the ImagInatIon opened the pathway upwards ta the 

supernatural, sa too It liberated from authoritarian reason archalc stratas 

of thought expressed in the perceptions of the ChIld, madman, mystic, or 

savage. Romantic thought reasserted the value of chlldhood experience 

agalnst more rlgid conceptIons of adult behaviour. The Chlld-Ilke 

characteristics of spontanelty, dream, and wonder were channeled Into a 

"cul t of chlldhood" which supported the Romantic concept of complete 

aesthetic freedom. In The Prelude, or the Growth of a Poetls Mind, 

Wordsworth traces his obscure Intimations of an Immanent power in nature 

through his childhood memories of the landscape -- eplphanles which Iater 

empower the paet's creative imagination: 

••• B~est the i"fant Babe~ ............................. 
Fo~ fee~ing has to him impa~ted powe~ 
That th~ough the g~o~ing facuZtiea of 8en8e 
Both Like an agent of the one G~eat Mind 
C~eate~ areato~ and reaeive~ both~ 
Wo~king but Ùl aZZianae with the WO~k8 
Whiah it behoLds. -SUah~ ve~Ly~ is the first 
Poetia spirit of our human Lite ••• SO 

The Prelude, Book II, 233-260 

Wordsworth finds the child's vision of reality more authentic than the jaded 

sensibility of adulthood. As such, he anticipates the later development of 

primitivism in modern and especially Surrealist aesthetIcs: 

••••••••••••••••.•••.•..•••••••••••• Ou~ ahiZdhood sits 
Ou~ simpLe ahiLdhood sits upon a th~one 
That hath more powe~ than aZL the eLements. 51 

The Prelude, Book V, 506-509 
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Blake, al~o, in Sangs of Innocence and Experience, suggests that the fresh 

perceptIons of childhood transcend the preconceptlons that bath enslave and 

are generated by the experienced mind. But underlYlng this astensibly 

secular exaltation of the Chlld lies the New Tp~tament visIon of the 

slmpliclty and hollness of the ehlld: 

Verily 1 say unto you, except ye be eonverted and become 
as little children, ye shall not enter into the KIngdu~ 
of heaven. 
Whosoever shall humble hlmself as this litt le child, the 
same is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. 

St. Matthew, 18: 3,4 54 

The ehild's slmplicity, clarity of perception, and dlreetness 

inspired the Romantic rebel, who found parallels ta the ch .. ld's vision of 

reality in his own existence; both saw the horizon from a specal marginal 

status in society. It was inevitable, then, that this BiJlical paradigm 

would also support Jean-Jacques Rousseau's ideal of a sta\e of graee in 

nature to which both the noble savage and the simple, free-spirited child 

belong. In faet, the confusion of pagan and Biblical motifs in the archaic 

myth of the Golden Age and the Judaeo-Christian Kingdom of Heaven gives rlse 

to the mythic eharacter of the child/savage, uniquely creative and free. 

This image is relterated and conflrmed in early ethnologlcal studIes, WhlCh 

find ln the savage's art of the origlns of a later, more "developed", (they 

would have said "progressive") civilization. ln The Grammar of OrnaMent 

(1868) Owen Jones wrote: "If we would return to a more healthy condition we 

must even be as Ilttle children or as savages."S5 And it is thlS peculiar 

VIsage which lies behind al! Romantie elevations of the child, mystic, or 

savage, and which Impels the varying forms of exoticism, orlentalism, and 

primitivism that progressively saturate European culture. 
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Of these movements, exoticism appealed earlier ta the European 

appetite for luxurious, controlled decoratlon, appearlng first in the taste 

for Chinoiserie in the furniture and interiors of the late elghteenth 

century. By the early nineteenth century Near Eastern sUbJects and 

settings saon !leld sway, and appeared in the pawtings of DelacfOlx 

(1798-1863) and Ingres (1780-1867) who used the exotlc as a vehlcle ta 

express both classlcal -- that is, Biblical -- and foreign and provocative 

-- that is, exotic -- themes. The proximity of North Africa and the 

colonies piqued the interest in things exotlc, whlCh lead ta the Iater 

idealization of the primitive and the non-western. The Near East, tao, 

inspired an interest in pre-Christlan rellglons and their deltles. ISIS, 

Seraphita, Cybele, Herodias and Salomé were Iater ta dominate Symbollst 

literature and art with thelr sphinx-like presence. The Old Testament 

themes of Leviathan and the abyss captured the Symbolist lmaginatlon Wlth 

their exotlc, violent flavor. The resurgent interest in the myths and 

cuIts of the Neer East and Asia Minor is eVldent in the parailei 

development of ethnology and arehaeology, and, especially in Germany, the 

new discipline of "the history of religions ."56 It was From hlstor ieal 

sources that many archaisbc Symbolist poets gathered the material for 

their esoterie poetry. Notably, in the work of Gérard de Nerval, one finds 

a continuing and recurrent treatment of themes from archalC pa~an 

religions; the cults of Cybele, Demeter and Persephone, and Artemis 

figuring prominently in hlS exploration of what we may initially call (and 

nat without some hesitation) "the archetypai Femimne. ,,57 In the obscure 
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poetry of Nerval, to WhlCh we shall shortly return, these archaic elements 

are interfused with the image of the Madonna or the Virgin Mary, lending 

credence to the cult of Mariolatry as a latter-day extension of pagan frames 

of reference. 

Museums of ethnalog:' spranq up ta house the many artHacts 

Imported from the colonies, at first collected not for their formal or 

aesthetic qualities, but as curiosities. In 1878 a major ethnological 

museum, The Trocadéro, was founded in France. 58 Many artists such as 

Gauguin, wouid visit these museums to study the art of non-western 

cultures. By the 1890's the implicit assumptlons of Darwlnlan evolutionary 

theory were commonly applled ln ethnological studies. Scholars were in 

pursuit of the orlglns of language, myth, and religion; it was feit that 

these native artifacts might reveal some intrinslc pattern in the nature of 

thought itsE'lf. The concern for decoration and ornament motivated a 

slmilar search for basic visual structures, such as the spi~al, the circle, 

or the square, which were felt ta contain sa me innate significance. 59 

Explorations of these themes, such as Wilhelm Worrinqer's Abstraction and 

Empathy (1907), laid the ground for modern art theory, hawever speculative 

or even occuitlst in outlook they Iater proved to be. 60 The Symbolist 

artists' simultaneous search for an Arcadian vision through non-western art 

and culture must be attributed to the burgeoning interest in the history of 

religions whieh was pursued most keenly by those poets such as Nerval, who 

sought a new Idiom with whieh to express their vision. 

The new "comparative rellgion", as it was called, similarly sought 

the underlying unit y among aIl religions, using induction, comparison, and a 

preference for a mythologieal view of religion as a more "scientific" 

approach. 61 The great German scholar, Max M~ller (1823-1900) helped to 

establlsh the aeademlc study 0 f Eastern religions through his edit ion of the 
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Rig Veda; his translation in the series, The Sacred Books of the East durlnq 

the 1870'5; and his 1857 publication of Comparative ~'ytholo9Y, which, 

incidentally, coincided with the the first publIcatIon of BaudelaIre's Les 

Fleurs du Mal. Müller was well-suited ta the popularizatlan of the hlstor)' 

of religions. "His father was Wilhelm Müller (1794-1827), the Romantic 

poet, who is ehiefly remembered outside Germany as the wrlter of the poetrv 

set ta music by Schubert.,,62 Eric Sharpe has deftly observed that: "In Max 

Muller, three streams met. First, the stream of Germ9n ramantic idealism: 

secondly. the stream of comparative Indo-European philology; and thirdly the 

stream of post-Hegelian philosophy of history (not to be identlfled with 

evolutionism, which Max Muller mistrusted). ,,63 Müller must be credlted with 

the impetus taward East'~rn philasophy, which was feIt slmultaneously by 

scholars and artists in Europe. His connection with the German Romantic 

tradition was intrinsic ta his concept of "the perception of the infimte,,64 

as the source of all religion. The Vedas, according to Müller, cor.tained 

the seeds of the one, uriginal religion: 

We see in the Vedic hymns the first revelation of Deity, 
the first expression of surprise and susplcion, the 
first discovery that behind this visible and perishable 
world there must be something invisible, Imperishable, 
eternal and divine •••• these so-called deitles and heroes 
became the centres of mythologiea] trad1tions, wherever 
the Aryan speakers settled, whether ln Asia or ln 
Europe. This is a result gained once for al!, and this 
light has shed its rays far beyond the Vedic mythcloqy 
and religion, and lightened up the darkest corners in 
the history of the mytholoqieal and religious thoughts 
of other Aryan nations, nay of natIons uneonnected by 
their language with the speakers of Aryan speech. 65 
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Muller had engaged an entire generation of sCholars, editors, 

translators, and commentators in his Sacred Books of the East enterprise. 

He wrote with an appealing elegance which made hlS work more accessible ta 

the amateur and the artlst.66 An apocryphal tale about the poet, Stéphane 

Mallarmé, illustrates this artistic interest in the East: "Stéphane 

Mallarmé declared that a modern poet must qo beyond Homer, because the 

decadence of Western poetry began with him. And when the interviewer asked, 

'But what poetry existed before Homer?' Ma1larme responded, 'The Vedas.' n67 

1. Max Muller, Gérard de Nerval, and the history of religions 

The career of Max Muller meshes curiously with that of the French 

poet, Gérard de Nerval, who From an early age professed an extraordinary 

interest in the hlstory of religions. Muller pursued his studies in 

Leipzig, Berlin and finally in Paris in 1845, leaving France for London in 

1846. He spent the remainder of his career in England, except For short 

trips ta Germany. Gérard de Nerval (1808-1855) early expressed an interest 

in German romantic thought. A German speciallst at the age of twenty, he 

visited Germany in 1839, 1840, and then continually From 1844 ta 1851. It 

is generally accepted that, "Nerval, had, from an early age, an 

extraordinary lnterest ln the history of religions; his concern with delties 

other than the Christian one was to characterize his mature pOP.tlC 

lmagination. "68 He studied the cult of Isis while traveling ~ n the Near 

East, and published an account of his trip in Voyage en Orient of 1851,69 

he also publlshed Loreley: Souvenirs d'Allemagne, an account of his trip to 

Germany in 1852.70 
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Nerval's acquaintance with German Romanticism began at an early 

age. His father taught him German, and he first became known for "writing 

an amazing translation of Goethe's Faust while still in his teens, a feat 

which caused Goethe himself ta write: '1 have never understood myself 50 

weIl as in readlng you.'"71 Unfortunately, Nerval never knew of the great 

poetls assessment of his work. Although h~s stat~ment was publlshed in 

Germany in 1838, in a forward ta the French edltion, lt dld not appear ln 

France untiJ 1857, two years after his death.72 Nerval moved in 

intellectual circles that enjoyed a high vogue for German Romanticlsm. 

Laurent Le Sage has shown that: 

Madame de Stael must have served him as guide in his 
investigations of the Germans; ln sorne of his writinqs 
there are remarks that are too reminiscent of De 
l'Allemaqne to permit any doubt. He read wideTY 
and made translations that appeared ln magazines and 
in volumes •••. After Faust, he undertook ballads 
(including Burger's Leonore) and a quantity of other 
pieces. Hardly more that twenty years old, Gérard de 
Nerval was considered the chief German specialist, in 
the milieux of the Jeune france. 7J 

Would it have been posslble for Gérard de Nerval to have met Max 

Muller? As we have seen, early in his career he became a key translator and 

authority on German romanticism, producing the definitive French 

translations of Faust and many German poetic ballads, sorne of WhlCh may even 

have been wrltten by Muller's father. He vlsited Germany contlnually, and 
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employed elements absorbed from his study of the hlstory of religions in his 

poetry, which we will later explore. As much as he was considered a "fol 

delicleux",74 a dellqht fuI madman, he was not intellectually incompetent, 

but rather underwent periods of "illumlnation" and then of lUCldity; then 

he would record hIS vIsions, InterpretIng and ampllfying them wIth what he 

could recognize from hIS rellgious and occult awareness. An adept at occult 

philosophy, he became absorbed in the symbol of the star, multiplylng its 

meaning to slgnify hIS vIsion, his secular love, Jenny Colon; and his 

fate. 75 "The star IS the archetypal symbol of Hermetlc mediation between 

the other world and this, the star of the seventeenth card of the tarot 

trumps. ,,76 Llke Nerval, André Breton took the seventeenth card of the tarot 

and its symbol, the star, as the tItle of one of his last works, Arcane 

DIx-Sept. 77 Thus, the incipient influence of Nerval pervades to an 

extraordinary deqree the psychological makeup of SurrealIsm. 

Nerval's madness was seen by some of his contemporaries as 

incompetence, a view WhlCh does not accord with hlS many journailstic 

actlvities and hlS ObVIOUS preparations for hlS min death: an altempt to 

clarIfy, withold, and arder the literary output he had thus far campleted. 

A friend of Heinrich Heine, he translated the paet's wark during the late 

1840's and the early 1850's. Nerval lived and warked ln a more fleXIble 

milIeu that easily accammodated scholars, intellectuals, journalists and 

artists, (unlike our contemporary compartmentalization of knowledge). Thus 

it seems entIrely possIble that Nerval would not only have made the 

acquaIntance of Muller, but that he would have just as avidly read his work, 

if even for suspect -- that i8, occult -- reasons. 
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2. Nerval, Symbolism, and Surrealism 

What does this mean for Surrealism? Nerval's use of altered 

states of consclousness, of the dream and self-lnduced PSYChOS1S throuqh 

meditation on the multlpliclty of images withln the sIngle fiqure of a 

waman, seen as the Virqin Mary, Artemis, or Cybele,78 was premature for his 

time. Too radical for the Symbolist movement, hlS dellberate inductIon of 

para-normal psychologieal states proved ta be extremeJy Important ln the 

theoretical structure of the Surrealist movement. They adopted hlS use 

of the supernatural, the transcendent ideal which he had flltered throuqh 18 

knowledge of German romanticism and the history of relIgions, yet WhlCh he 

cou Id ony understand in a uni quel y poetic way, finding pagan and ChrIstIan 

paradigms Immanent in the very stuff of daily life. For Nerval, the dream 

was the only true reality; the other, mundane eXIstence - mere dross. Ay 

contrast the Symbolists preferred the safer side of conSClousness, adoptlnq 

instead the iconography of the dream as part of the self-conscious postuflnq 

of the dandy-artist, a hopeful vlsionary Inspired by nostalgie and 

melancholy dreams. Baudelairean refleetive dandYlsm prevented any 10ss of 

control by this group, and thus for the Symbollst, the dream 18 al ways seen 

framed within the picture as If an allegorical reference or, Indeed, 

sometimes as separate as a comlc-strip bubble, as ln PUVIS de Chavanne's The 

Dream of 1883; Gauguin's Vision after the Sermon, (1888) or Ferdlnand 

Knopff's l lock My Door Upon Myself, 1891 (fIgures 16 and 17). Olstanced 

somewhat above the central figure, so often characterized by a sufforatlng 

narcissism, head thrown back in self-absorption, the dream remalns preSclent 



Flgure 16. Pierre Puvis de Chavannes. The Oream. 1883. (above) 

Baudelalrian reflective dandyism prevented any 10ss of control by this 
group, and thus for the Symbolist, the dream 18 always se en framed within 
the picture as if an allegorical reference, or, indeed, sometimes as 
separate as a comic-strip bubble, as in Puvis de Chavanne's The Oream of 
1883, Gauguin's Vision After the Sermon, 1888, or Ferdinand Knopff's 
1 lock the Ooor Upon Myself, 1891. 

Figure 17. Ferdinand Khnopff. 1 lock my Ooor upon Myself. 1891. (below) 
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in the background, ln the foliage or in the everpresent swans and peacocks 

which populate the Symbolist terrain. Only in Surrealism do we find that 

complete InterpenetratIon of dream and real1ty that removes the 1nner frame 

of the dream, dispenses wIth the Symbolist narrative setting, and achieves 

that complete obJectlflcation of percertlon which we so commonly respond to 

as "s trange," "weird," or "uncanny." 

The percepllon that empowers the Surrealist vision is strikingly 

ambivalent, irratlonally calling Forth a disturbing response From the 

viewer. Therefore, it is curious to note the many incidences of 

"doubleness" ln Symbolist art. For example, in ThéodorE' Chassériau' s The 

Two Sisters of 1843, the women are depicted with an unexpected and identical 

symmetry (fIgure 18). Slmilarly, in The Friends, (1895), by Corbineau, the 

women bear an amazing resemblance to each other (figure 19). The 

preoccupation Wl th tWlns, sisters, lesbians, and brother-sister alliances in 

Symbollst art stems in part from the Hermetic tradition oF "coincidentia 

oppositorum" J9 (the coincidence of opposites) which reunited the two halves 

of the divine essence in the creation of the rebis or philosopher's stone, 

as, for example in The Kiss, by Joseph Granie, c.1900 (figure 20). ls it 

possjole that this iconography of doubleness in Symbolist painting may, in 

soml' way, anticipate the ambivalent meaning which lOheres in the singular 

Surrealist obJect? 



Figure 16. Theodore Chassériau. The Two Sisters. 1843. (left) 

It is curious to note the many incidences of "doubleness" in Symbolist 
art. For example, ln Théodore Chassériau's The Two Sisters of 1843, the 
women are depicted with an unexpected and identical symmetry. Similarly, 
in The Friends by Corbineau, the women bear an amazing resemblance to 
each other. 

Figure 19. Corbineau. The Friends. 1895. Cright) 

Figure 20. Joseph Granié. The Kiss. c 1900. (below) 

The preoccupation with twins, slsters, lesbians, and brother-sister 
alliances in Symbolist art stems in part from the Hermetic tradltion of 
"coincidentia-oppositorum", the coincidence of opposites, which reunited 
the two halves of the divine essence in the creation of the rebis or 
philosopher's stone. Is it possible that thlS inconography of 
doubleness in Symbolist painting in someway anticipates the ambivalence 
that inheres in the singular Surrealist object? 
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C. _D~~~DE~CE,SYMBOLISM, AND THE DAEMONlC IN LATE 19th CENT URY fRANCE 

1. The Perpetrators of Decadence 

The great shifts ln ideas generated by the Romantics in the early 

nineteenth cent ury played themselves out in the Decadent and Symbolist 

movements of the latter part of that century. The period From 1850 onwards 

saw aIl the themes previously engendered by Romanticism -- occultism, 

exoticism, medievalism, and especlally supernaturalism and the imagination 

-- each successively transformed into a new artlstlc language. The 

maturation of these themes, whlch radlate from the central hub of the 

supernatural, demonstrated in thelr more developed forms a remarkable 

complexity of meaning, radically and even antithetlcally different from 

their romantic ongins. The Decadents took the beneficent and sublime power 

of Romantlc ln finit y, and cast it into the abyss, from whence they 

contemplated sexuality, the nature of evil, and questioned the existence of 

Gad. 

Several key figures furthered the infiltratlon of occult and 

esoteric ideas into popular French culture: Gérard de Nerval (1808-1855) 

Charles Baudelaire (1821-61) and Joris-Karl Huysmans (1849-1907). These 

personalities were central in the popularization of occult and archaic 

spirituality in the bohemian mllleu. Baudelaire collaborated wlth the 

famous French occultist, Eliphas Lévi, in a piece of pornography called Les 
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Mysteres galans. 80 He read Swedenborg and introduced the idea of 

correspondences into Symbolist thought, thus paving the way for the later 

rnetaphysical understanding of colour and space in Symbollst palnthg. HIS 

posthumously publlshed art crItlcism (c.1868) also proved to be Influential 

in the development of Symbolism. Gérard de Nerval engaged in journalism as 

weIl. His accounts of travels ln Germany and lhe Orient did much to 

popularlze the tradition of German supernaturalism in France, though 

he colored it with his personal vislon of a dream-like exoticism. Huysmans, 

perhaps a more easily understood character than the others, pursued 

occultlsm and Satanism with a rarely matched intensity. A disenchanted 

Catholic who was fascinated by occultism, Huysmans associated with a group 

of prominent occultists including the defrocked Catholic prIest, the Abbé 

Boullan, ~ho perpetuated Satanic black masses. 

These three personalities are chosen here not only for their 

involvement with occult and esoterlc thought, but for their role in its 

perpetuatIon through their art-critical writings. As journalists and art 

critics, they play a central part in the positive evaluation of art which 

deals wlth esoteric or demonlc subjects. They are merely the brlghtest 

stars in a whole firmament of occult practitioners and thinkers, which 

lncilldes Eliphas Lévy (1810-1875), Stanilas de Guaita, (1861-1897) and 

Josephin ("the Sâr") Péladan, (1815-1918) whose occult thought is 

characterlzed by a flamboyant individualism, as much self-seeking as it is 

charismatic. B1 Huysmans, especlally, championed the work of Gustave Moreau 

and Odilon Redon, and thus was instrumental in familiarizing the larger art 

world wlth the type of visionary work that he favoured. 
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For this generation, the quest for the material, langibl~ proof of 

the supernatural was imperalive; raised ln an age of SClence, they hoped to 

find as empirical proof the raps on the seance table or the premonlllonary 

warnings of tarot cards. Hermetic phllosophy, ancient pagan images and 

alchemical symbollsm -- aIl were enmeshed ln the expectant aura of 

supernaturalism, yet a supernaturalism sea-changed by Enllghtenment 

skeptlcism peaklng through Romantic irratlonalism. This supernaturallsm is 

the obverse of "Natural Supernat urallsm", which found in nature a 

beneficent, If awe-insplring, deity, The Symbolists focussed on the 

unpredictable, malevolent, and unconlrolled aspect of the supernatural, a 

symbol of the poetls chaotlc Imagination and especlalty his Inclplent 

madness, which resisted confinement in conscious control. ThIS gradually 

deepening reversaI of meanlng, from the correspondences of Swedenborgian 

angelology to the abysses of Decadent demonology, provldes the key to the 

understanding of the supernatural as It develops in Surreallsm. And it is 

the semlnal flgure of the poet, theorlst, and critIc, Gérard de Nerval, who 

bridges the Romantic background and the Symbolist foreground. 

a) G~rard de NervaZ (1808-1855): The Godde88~ the MU8e~ and the 
Imagination 

Gérard de Nerval is an elusive fIgure, whose poetry forms a 

crucial link between German Romanticism and French Symbolism. The 

Surrealists adopted him as their own, finding in hlS invocatIon of the muse 

and the dream precedents for theu own "Cult of Love"B2 and "psychic 
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automatism." Unique among the Symbolist poets, Nerval alone avoids the 

usual decadent dichotomy between the sweet and the s1nister. Rather, in his 

poetry he creates a l1ving world whose kaleidoscopic transformat10ns reveal 

a vibrant reality in which the shadows of old pagan deities mingle and 

finally interfuse with the elements of hlS everyday life. For Nerval, there 

was no separation between his work and his life. He believed that he had no 

imaglnation; what he saw in his vislons was a palpable reality. "He meant 

that what we normally calI the lmaglnation was for him 50 strong it invaded 

his ordlnary life and transflxed it. Imagination was reality."S3 This was 

Lhe substance of Nerval's madness, but also, he believed, his true dlvinlty: 

he courted it in the occult belief ln the transformatlon of life. His 

adaptations of pagan mythology were no mere literary conceit; rather he 

really saw what he described. It is thlS belief in the power of the 

imagination to transform life which became such a powerful theoretical 

influence in the development of Surrealism. 

While Baudelaire and his followers revived the daemonic image of 

Satan, Gérard de Nerval reflected an altogether dlfferent sensibility in his 

positive preoccuppation with the Goddess, whose visage is reflected 

throughout his poetic works. Nerval's interest in the history of religions 

lnforms much of his life and work with obscure images and allusions ta 

pre-Christian deities. We shall now examine to what extent these archaic 

elements are creatively transformed in his work, planting the seeds of a new 

mythology whlCh the Surrealists would later pursue even more intentionally. 

AlI of Nerval's oeuvre is animated by a peculiar personal 

mythology that derives From a combination of Gnostic and Kabbalistic 
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sources. He employed elements of archaic pagan myths: in particular, one 

may discern in the collection of poems titled Les Chimères (1854) the 

lineaments cf an ancient fertility religion which surrounded the 

Meditteranean Goddess Cybele, also commonly referred to as the Magna Mater. 

In Les Chimères Nerval opposes pagan and Christian elements, implYlng the 

struggle between robust archaic deities and a lingering, sickly 

Christianity.84 Nerval's journal, Aurélia (1855) records hlS visions and 

the stages of his derangement in a hallucinatory tone that antic1pates Iater 

automatic wr i ting by the Surrealists. It is a record of hlS "descente aux 

enfers,"85 which he understood as a serles of trlals that uitimately would 

enable him to achieve complete illumination through the lnterpenetration of 

dream and reality. Aurélia contalns a critical passage that illuminates 

Nerval's attitude to religion. He prays ta the Goddess IS1S: 

Je reportai ma pensée à éternelle Isis, la mère et 
l'épouse sacrée; toutes mes aspirations, toutes mes 
prières se confondaient dans ce nom magique, je me 
sentais revivre en elle, et parfois elle m'apparaissait 
sous la figure de la Vénus antique, parfois aussi sous 
les traits de la Vierge des Chrétiens. 86 

For Nerval, Isis and the Virgin are but different manifestations of one 

eternal principle which we may tentatively calI "the creative feminine." H1S 

absorption of the new "comparative method" of the early history of 

religions allowed him ta view these images simultaneously, with neither 
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figllre achleving a hierarchical positlon of power. This attitude, which 

a110ws for the simultaneous meanings of his visions, is expressed even more 

explicitly in the revelation that he narrates in Aurélia. The Goddess 

speaks to him: 

Je suis la même que Marie, la même que ta mere, la même 
aussi que sous toutes les forms tu as toujours aimée. A 
chacune de les épreuves, j'ai quitté l'un des masques 
dont je voile mes traits et bientôt tu me verras telle 
que je suis. 87 

For Nerval, the identity of this female deity was continually 

ehanging, expressed at one Ume as the Virgin Mary, another as the Goddess 

Isis. His complete transmutation of archaic elements allows him the 

imaginative freedom to perceive aIl these figures not only in their unique 

identity, but as part of a common power which inexorably attracts him. It 

is this very emphasis on the power and attraction of the feminine that 

invades Surrealist art and poetry in the cultivation of "amour fou" by André 

Breton, Paul Eluard, and Dali, and in the "Cult of Love" which elevated 

deslre as the single factor in the liberation of man's imaginative powers.88 

The larger conceptual pattern through which Nerval's poetry i8 

channeled is based on a confusion of archaic, Gnostic, and mythologieal 

motifs that conspire to form a visionary tale; a drama enacted between the 

forces of the earth -- the ehthonic deities -- and the forces of sky --
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the angels of Jehovah and the Judeo-Christian heritage. These two forces 

are opposed not in the usual paradigm of good and eVll, but instead are seen 

as the struggle between pagan circularlty and regeneratlon and 

Judaeo-Christian linearity. The latter, whic::h i8 seen as an eventual 

dimlnishment of man's creative powers 15 suggestively paralleled in Nerval's 

use of intense colours to signi fy pagarusm and pale colors to signi fy 

Christianity.89 In The Demonic Imagination, John Porter Houston aptly 

describes Nerval's mythology: 

The legend, told by Nerval in the Vo a Orient, lS 
that the Children of Clay descend from whose name 
means clay) while the Children of FIre have Cain as 
their ancestor. Jehovah of course protects the former, 
who are identified with Chrlstianity, where~3 the 
Children of Fire worship the pagan go~s.90 

In the ensuing battle between the Children of Clay and the Children of Flre, 

the Children of Fire are driven far beneath the earth's surface, where they 

seat themselves off to work their alehemlcal and caballstic knowledqe in the 

hidden depths. 91 The Children of Fue dwell within the earth: "They belonq 

to a restrieted geographieal area, Southern Italy, Greeee, and the Orient, 

and, their element, far from being oppo5ed to earth, 15 inseparable from 

it •••• The Children of Fire not only dwell within the earth, lurking ln caves 

and volcanoes, but the fertility of the land - colored flowers and 

Mediterranean foliage - betokens their presence."92 
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Nerval contradicts the usual opposition of the daemonic versus 

supernatural (the chthonlC versus the sky deities) which also IS paralleled 

thematlcally by the oppositIon of irratlonal (and lusty) pagan deities 

agalnst the ratIonal Illumlnation of the Judaeo-Christian cosmology. For 

him, the Children of Fire wIll rejuvenate a dying clvilizatlon. We can 

therefore diseern ln hlS myth of the two opposing forces of Clay and of 

Fire, a unIque understandlng of the demonic as the daemonic -- a 

subterranean chthonlc power llnked to pagan deities such as Pan and Cybele. 

The daemanlc 18 nat evil, but i8 that unpredictable force that pervades bath 

the holy and the demonic with an electrlc, amoral power. R.D. Stock 

liluminates thlS important dlfference: 

The word daemon or demon has several meanings ••• 
Commonly today lt means 'flend' or 'devll', and even in 
this sense it retains somethlng of the weird and the 
uncanny. The Greek dalmon IS somethlng rather, but not 
altogether, different: it 15 neither god nor anti-god, 
but a klnd of pre-god, 'the numen', Otto says, 'at a 
lower stage' ••.• Otto identIfIes as the most authentlc 
farm of these daemons 'those strange delties of anclent 
Arabia, WhlCh are properly nothing but wanderlng 
demonstratlve pronouns, having no specific shape or 
mythology, but nonetheless felt as mighty forces'. 
Daemon can be applled ta be human character, too ••• 93 

We shall adhere to thlS lUCld definition of the daemonic: 

The daemonic, elther in its personal or transcendental 
sense, is mY5terlous, energetic, non-rational, 
non-moral. Otto suggests that at an early stage of 
rellgious consciousness the daemanlc may be clasely 
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joined with the numinous as expressinq the Numen's 
horrendousness and ethically amblguous vltality. In the 
creature lt is the 'Dionyslac' or frenzled element, as 
contrasted with the ratlonal, orderly 'Appollonlan' 
side. When alludlng to actual fiends or devils, or ta 
their possession of human beinqs, 1 shall use demon, 
demonlc. In a11 other lnstances, in consideratlon of 
clarity and etymology, 1 shall use ~aemon, daemonl~.94 

The Medit"eranean geographlcal area to whieh Norval restrlets the 

Children of Fire was in ancient bmes the domain of the Magna Mater or thE' 

Goddess Cybele, whose cult migrated From its sources in ASla Mlnor (Nerval 

would have called it the Orient) ta Greeee and then Rome over a perlod of a 

thousand years, 500 B.C. 500 A.D •• 95 In the development of her cult in 

the Meditteranean Basin the figure of Cybele beeame syneretlstlcally 

identified with that of Demeter, Artemis, and the Goddess of Fate or of 

Fortune, Tellus Fortuna. In this guise she wears the crene11ated "mural 

crown" of cities, and therefore became the proteetress of eltles.96 She is 

directly comparable with the qoddess Tyche or Fortune, who qoverns 

eities97 • Here we uneover Cybele's relation to tha Goddesses of the ~eird 

-- The Celtlc Moirae -- who govern men's fate and the uncanny events in 

their lives. 98 From this assoclation with the phenomena of fate or fortune, 

it is possible that the cult of Cybele was carried through lts vanous 

manifestations in the Roman empire to an identiflcatlon wlth the Indigenous 

deities of the Wyrd in the Gaulie and Celtic reglons. 
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Nerval's familiarity wlth the cult of Cybele and related pagan 

dell ies i s demonstrated ln the third sonnet 0 f Les Chimères. "Horus" relates 

the reblrth of the son Isis, and Implicitly Identifies the adorlng son with 

the poet hlmself: 

Le voye2-vou8~ dit-eZle~ il mewt~ ce vieux pe~ve~8. 

L'aigZe a d~ja passe, Z'esp~t nouveau m'appeZZe~ 
J'ai ~ev~tu pou~ lui ta ~obe du "beZe 
C'est Z 'enfant bien-aime d.'B~ st d'08i.PÜJ! 99 

In the sonnet "Myrth 0", The Oriental Goddess and the Muse coalesce into a 

single romantlc figure. The name "Myrtho" signifies the myrtle plant held 

sacred to the goddess Aphrodite. 100 He evokes her seductive presence: 

C'est dans ta coupe aussi que j'avais bu t'iv~esse~ 
Et dans l'~cZaip fu~tif de ton oeit sou~eant~ 
Quand aux pieds d'Iacchus on me voyait p~ant~ 
Cap ta MUse m'a fait l'un des fils de ta G~ece. 101 

The muse is identified with an archaic pagan goddess "My rtho" , who reclaims 

the wine-drink poet as her own. The poet is made "one of the children of 

Greece" by the "dIvine enchanteresse", Myrthro. Similarly, in "Horus", the 

poet, by reclaiming the robe of Cybele, becomes a devotee of the goddess. 

In these lines we find the premonitIons of a complete identification of the 

irnaglnat ion, the muse, and the archalc goddess that informs bath the 

decadent fixation wlth the female sphinx and the Surrealist "Cult of Love. Il 

But in another direction, Nerval's invocation of the muse also filled him 
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with fear and longing: "La Muse est entrée dans ma coeur comme une déesse 

aux paroles dorées, elle s'en est échapée comme une pythie en jetant des 

cris de douleur. Il'102 The sonnet "Del fica" of 1843, also included ln Les 

ChImères, provldes startllng lnsight lnto Nerval's complete transformatIon 

of pagan mythologieal motifs. The title "Del fIca" refers ta "matters 

delphIc" and hence to the Oracle at Delphi. The epIgraph of the poem 

provides the key to the mysteryj it alludes ta a propheey of the Cumaean 

Sibyl that predicts a return of the Golden Age, cited in Vergil: 

ULtima Cumaei venit jam caminis aetas 103 

This poem is unusual for its extensive allusions to the cult of the 

qoddess. The references to the Latin Sibyl, "La sibylle au VIsage latin," 

is most curlous, because the ancient sibyls were followers of the goddess 

Cybele. The cult of Cybele was carried to Rome through the advoeacy of the 

Sibylline Oracles, who suggested in their eplgrammatic books that the 

Goddess be brought from her home in Asia Minor. The curious tale of her 

miqration is as follows: 

The Romans were losing the Punic wars ta Hannibal 
(c. 205 B.C.). At home they were beset with bizarre 
phenomena such as showers of stones. The Sibylline 
books were consulted, which told that that 'the enemy 
would be driven From Italy if the Great Mother of Ida 
could be brought ta Rome.' Ironically, the Sibyls were 
From Asia Minor, and they personally recommended thelr 
own religion to the Romans. The lnjunction to 'brIng 
the Great Mother From ASla MInor' was successfulj KIng 
Attalus of Pergamum was co-operative, and it is S81d that 
the original black meteorite in whose form she was 
worshipped was given to the Romans. 104 
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The poem suggests the continuity of the archaic pagan cult in the 

subterranean mysteries that wIll reemerge triumphant in the recreation of a 

new Golden Age. The sonnet is as follows: 

DELFICA 

Ultima Cumaei venit jam carminis aetas 

La connais-tu~ Dafn~~ cette ancienne ~manae~ 
Au pied du sycomo~e~ ou sous les Zau~e~ blancs~ 
Sous Z'oZivie~~ le mypte~ ou les saules tpemblant 
Cette chanson d'amoup qui toujouP8 pecommence? 

Reconnais-tu le TEMPLE au pdristyle immense J 
Et les ait~ons ame~ o~ s'imp~imaient tes dents~ 
Et la g~otteJ fatale aux h~tes imp~udentsJ 
ot4 du d~agon vaincu do~t l'antique semence? •• 

Ils ~eviend~ontJ ces Dieux que tu pleupes toujoups! 
Le temps va ~amener l'ordre des anciens jours; 
La te~l'e a tpessailZi d'un souffle ppoph~tique ••• 

Cependant la sibyle au visage latin 
Est encolle endormie sous Z'aPc de Constantin •.. 
Et rien n'a ddl'ang~ le 8dv~l'e portique. 105 

Nerval senses in the earth the tremors, "un souffle," of the antique 

religion. Underneath the temple is a grotto where the goddess was 

worshlpped, in niches and in caves, that signify her fertile presence. 106 

The archaic gods will awaken and return with the Golden Age: 

Ils ~eviendpont~ ces Dieuz que tu pleupe~ toujoups! 
le temps va pamenep Z 'ol'dre des anciens jOUl's ••• 
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Meanwhile, the Cumaean Sibyl sleeps under the arch of Constantine, waiting 

until the chthonlc power will re~emerge. 

John Porter Houston comments perceptively on this poem: 

Godhead is femaZe fo~ Ne~vaZ; the figu~e of AppoZZo 
vanishes behind these feminine ones: one can sense an 
impZied con~~ast with the overwheZmingZy mascuZine deity 
of the Judaeo-Ch~stian tpadition. FemaZe gode a~e 
usuaZZy associated with natupe and fertiZity~ whence 
that pZant image~ and aZso that of the seed in the 
cave. Despite the fact that the ChiZd~en of Fipe a~e 
opposed to those of CZay, the fOPme~ possess the fecund 
depths of the ea~th and the subter~anean ~egions of 
g~ottoes and caverns. They have an embZematic beast -
the fipe-b~eathing and cave-dWelZing dpagon, who, as in 
the myth of Cadmus, witz be the author of thei~ ~eborn 
race. The ne~s of anaZogies in the qua~~ains of 
DeZfica seems to impZy that the rite of Fi~e haB gone 
unde~g~ound during the ChPistian e~a, and has drawn new 
st~ength fpom its chthonic~ femaZe 0~gin8. 107 

Hence we find ln Nerval's poetry a complete reversaI of the 

Judean-Christian heritage, calling forth new Images of the archalC as a 

vital and vibrant force. Even his image of the dragon, usually seen as the 

IncarnatIon of evil and chaos, heralds the fecund rejuvenatlon of the 

ancient culture. 

Q 



1 

( 

135. 

b) Cha~Zes BaudeZai~e (1821-1867): ~e Satania and the Supe~atu~aZ 

Charles Baudelaire is a pIvotaI figure, whose Les Fleurs du mal 

(Flowers of EvIl) of 1857, mtroduced the dlabolic as a new canon of beauty 

fIt for aesthetic contemplatIon. HIS employment of the occult and the 

supernatural set ln mot Ion a chain reactlOn in late nineteenth century 

French culture -- a development which culminates in the Surrealist's 

anarchlc rejection of the French Catholic tradItion. His curiously 

morallstlc imagination saw ln the material world, not the robust and 

realistic physicailty of his contemporary, Courbet, but a deterioration and 

decay of the flesh and the soul, once potentially wholesome and good, but 

now unavoidably corrupted by melancholy, IsolatIon, and ennui. AlI that was 

modern, "the modern CIty, with its ugliness, VIce and miser y , and the modern 

temperament, with Its taste for the morbid, the unnatural, and the 

eccentrIc,"108 fascin6ted him, Just as conventional neo-classicism for him 

lacked aIl interest. 

His poetry reflects an ambIvalence directed towards lIfe ltself, 

"le horreur ou l'extase de la vie,,109 which essentially 18 the polanty of 

the hOly/daemonic, wlth its extraordinary moral elasticity. It is thls 

Infusion of the daemonic ln Baudelaire's work that has 50 often lead to the 

current superficial categorization of whole segments of late nineteenth 

cent ury thought as "decadent," a characterization that reduces the 

exceptional complexity of self-conscious moral evil and decay. But the 

"descent aux enfers" of WhlCh the poet Nerval wrote would lead, in its 

emphasis on excess, to a final renunciation of life Itself. BaudelaIre 

envisioned the daemonic as a baptism by fire through which it was necessary 

ta descend ln arder to flnd dIvine illumination. 
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8audelaire's poetry is animated by the antagonism of spl~en and 

the ideal ~ an antithesls of a "profound weanness and disgust" and the idt>al 

order of art. 110 This symmetry js carried throughout his world-view. ln 

Les Fleurs du Mal, he turns ta the image of Satan Trismégiste based on the 

archaic god Hermes Trismegistus the messenger between the spiritual and the 

corporeal worlds. 111 For Baudelaire, because man must llve in the corporeal 

wor Id, he is f::tllen, and the God who created hlm must also be fallen: 

Qu'est ce que la chute? Si c'est l'uni té 
devenue dualité c'est Dieu qui a chuté. En d'autres 
termes, la création ne serait-elle pas la chute de Dieu?112 

A dandy rejects the natural, and prefers lnstead an arbituary artifice; 

hence Baudelaire rejects woman as an example of nature, for because she is 

natural, she is vulgar. 113 For Baudelaire, Gad was Satan, and Satan 

inhabited woman. The cliché, "the devil is a wcman", is no more clearly 

expressed than in his description of hlS relatlons wlth women as a 

"descent" : 

L'invocation ~ Dieu ou spiritualité est un désir de monter 
en grade; celle de Satan, ou animalité, est une joie de 
descendre. C'est h cette dernière que doivent être rapportées 
les amours pour les femmes. 114 

The tales of Baudelairean excess can hardly be equated with a joyous 

carnality but with spleen, a feeling of "no escape" and a final descent lnto 

ennui. In the poem of the same title (Spleen) Baudelaire describes his loss 

of hope: 
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Des cZ.oahes tout a aoup sautent avec fUr'ie 
Et Lanant vers Ze cieL un affreu~ hUr'Lement~ 
Ainsi que des espl'its el"l'ants et sans pat:rie 
Qui se mettent a geindl"e opintJ.trement. 

- Et des Longs aOl'biUal"ds.J sans tambour's ni 17'Q,(sique 
DtfiZent Lentement dans mon tlme; L 'Espoil"~ 
Vaincu~ pZeure." et Z'Angoisse at1"OCC" despotique." 
SU'!' mon a'l'~ne inaZind pl.ante son d:rapeau noil'. 115 

Against s~leen, he opposes the ideal arder of art, seen in the 

symmetry of ocean and sky: 

La~ tout n'est qu 'o'!'dl·e et beautf!" 
Luze" caZme" et uoZupt4. 116 

It would be impossible in this context to examine a11 aspects 0 f 

the daemanic in Baudelaire. Nevertheless he is important to the development 

of Surreahsm in his reaction ta tradit ional French cathollcism. His 

evocatlon of evll in the figure of I:Satan Trlsmégiste" IS an amblguous one, 

which Interlocks the sinlster and the sorrowful. "Il y a dans tout heure, à 

toute homme, deux postulations simultanées, l'une vers DIeu, l'autre vers 

Satan • .,117 

Les Fleurs du Mal is lnhabited by the figure of Satan TrIsmégiste 

who leads the way ta the "descente aux enfers." "Like Heraclitus ln reverse 

he dec 1 ares that the way down is the way up. ,,118 Satan/Hermes is the 

communlcat\ng figure between twa worlds. His i5 an alchemical symbol, 
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transmuting the material world into sinister destruction. In "Alchimie de 

la douleur", Baudelaire describes this transformation into the daemonic: 

He~~s inaonnu qui m'assistes 
et qui toujouros m'intimidas ~ 
Tu me roends l' egal de Midas 
Le p"lus troiste des aZahimistes 

Paro toi je ahange t'oro en fel" 
Et le paroadis en enfero; 
Dans "le suaire des nuages. 

Je d~couvre un aadavre cher~ 
et SUl" "les adtestes l"ivages 
Je b~tis de groands sar>cophages. 119 

Baudelaire 's Invocation of alchemical core lS not merely esoteric in 

implication: he suffered from an incurable dlsease (syphIlis) and, as Roger 

WillIams has suggested ln his study of Baudelaire,120 must have fell the 

need both ta Justi fy thlS decay and ta make of Il the substance of a 

transmutation into diviner essence. The archaic god Hermes-Trlsmeglslus of 

the Corpus Hermeticum121 is implied here, as Satan Trismégiste dissolves the 

personal will in hlS will ta descent: 

C'est Satan Troigm~giste 
Qui berce longuement notre esprit enahant~ 
Et 'Le riche meta"l de notre votont4! 
Est tout vaporois4! par> ce savant chimiste. 122 

In the myth of Hermes Trismegistus from which Baudelaire's Satan 

Trisgémlste is derived, man IS created From the fuslon of opposite 

elements. Baudelaire employed Hermetlc phllosophy, but indlrectIy sa, sa 

that a certain complexity of meaning is established ln his work. Basically, 
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Hermetlc phllosophy, whether derived from Kabbalism or Gnostlcism,allows for 

the correspondence of aIl thlngs, which are seen as the dlfferentiation of 

the one prImaI unlty. But because of the fall of the o~lginal man, Adam 

Kadmon, the world has been shattered into multipllclty.123 This separation 

was caused by eVll, and creates an increasing isolatIon and separatIon of 

aIl belngs. Accordlng to Gershom Scholem, "moral evil accordlng to the 

Zohar lS always something WhlCh becomes separated and isolated, or somethIng 

WhlCh enters lnto a relatIon for WhlCh It was not made. SIn always distroys 

a union ••• "'24 For Baudelalre, this fallen world was ln and oF itself evil. 

And It lS only by a further descent into materiality that he can return to 

the spirit. He wrltes: 

J'ai pensé bien souvent que les bêtes malfaIsantes et dégoOtantes 
n'étalent peut-être que la vivificatIon, corporification, 
éclosion à la vie matérielle, des mauvaises pensées de l'homme. 
AInsI la nature entière particIpe du péché orlginel. 125 

Everythlng ln nature reflects thlS original evil. M.H. Abrams succinctly 

describes the basic conceptual framework of Hermeticism: 

Hermeticism dld not draw the modern sharp division 
between the animate and inanimate, but appiled the 
categorIes of lIving things ta aIl nature; it also 
posited a correspondence between the human and the 
non-human, but ln such a way that the human serves as 
the paradlgmatlc form. Wlth reference to Hermetic 
writings, therefore, it is more accurate ta speak of the 
cosmos as a macro-anthropos than to speak of man as a 
micro-cosm. In this scheme there lS is a strong 
emphasis on polarity, conceived on the model of sexual 
Opposltes and regarded as the Force that compels aIl 
natural processes. In addition, the overall course of 
things 1S envisloned as a circular movement From 
unit y ~nto multIpliclty and ultimately back to unity.126 
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For Baudelaire, "the created world is the fall of God; God fallen, 

18 therefore ce savant chimiste Satan Trismégiste, materiality is the 

necessary emanation of the spirltual, and the only way back ta the or1ginal 

condition of the All-God (Adam Kadmon) is through materlal1ty.,,127 Hence 

Baudelaire's emphasis on the sensual surface of thlngs, flndlng wlthin 

pleasl're and even the sublIme Romantic epiphany the subtle expanslon of the 

sinister. 

Baudelalrean supernaturalism, with its curiously Inverted 

religioslty, perceives the poet a~ a seer, a vlsionary who grasps analogles 

where other fail to see them. Rlmbaud acclalmed him "premier voyant; rOl 

des poets; un vrai Dieu,,,128 furthering the growing bellef ln the "relIgIon 

of art,,129 in the late nineteenth century. The imagination became "queen of 

the faculties -- that power given man ta perceive secret analogles ln 

nature. ,,130 His canceptlOn of the raIe of the artist as a divlnely Insptred 

vlsionary opened the path ta occultism and the psychologIeal experlmentatlon 

which would be taken by the Surrealists. The symbol and the supernatural 

were reunlted in Baudelaire's personal vislon: 

Dans oe~ain8 ~tats de l'ame p~esque 8uPnatu~el8~ la 
pf'Ofondeu~ de ta vie se l"dv~'[,e tout enti~re dans le 8pectacle~ 
si o~dinai~e qu 'il soit~ qU'on a sous les 'Ieu:c. Il en devient 
te symbote. 131 
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c) Jo~is-Ka~l Huysmans (1848-1907): Occultism, Satanism, and the Bohemian 
Milieu 

Of the three fIgures who influenced the development of Symbolist 

supernaturalism Into daemonlC ideology, Huysmans is perhaps the least 

complicated. He incarnated in hIS life that decadent push towards the 

satanic and the daemonic, and thus demonstrated a typical bohemian revulsion 

towards the conventional in religion, art, and mores that so characterizes 

symbolist thouqht. He began as a naturalist, an adherent of Emile Zola, and 

at first wrote naturalist novels full of sordid details in WhICh he took 

particular delight, especially in descriptions of the olfactory sense. 132 

Naturalism was not enough. He craved the total revoIt of the senses against 

the hegemony of the banal and the conventional; against the conventional he 

,opposed the occult; and the occult became the avenue -- on might say, the 

ladder -- on which he descended ta the hellish e~cesses described in his 

satanic novel L~-bas ("Down There") of 1891. But first, he had to actualize 

hlS revolt against nature. His "decadent" novel, A Rebours ("Agalnst 

nature") of 1884, pursues the li Fe of super-sensuality From naturalism ta 

supernaturalism. In it, he describes the exploits of a thinly veiled 

alter-ego, Durtal, who like himself was a quintessential lapsed Catholic 

whose descent into hell was but a prelude to a greater ascent to Catholic 

spirituallty and medieval occultism. Medievalism appealed to him mostly for 

its occult elementsj in his re-conversion to Catholicism which began in 

1891, he was guided skilfully by the Abbé Mugr.~er who introduced him to 
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aseetie and mystlcal medieval practlces. 133 His occultism served as the 

passage from satanism ta a renewed Cathollclsm: it IS the hermelic, the 

mystical and the super-sensu al channel WhlCh gUldes him through these 

opposlng rellg1aus routes. Indeed, ln hlS 11fe Huysmans expresses the 

cultural paradlgm of the bohemian reaellon ta bourgeoIs CathollClsm, 

resulting in the lolal religlous reversaI t'rom Cathaliclsm lnto an explicit 

satanism and the elevatlon of eVll. His Importance for Surreallsm Iles ln 

hlS fusion of the supernatural and the supersensual into a sIngle entlty, 

finding ln daemonlC ex cess the eomman boundary of the Surreal and the 

supernatural. His later return ta Catholicism 1S nat in ltself lmportant to 

Surreallsm; however, hlS popularizat1on of the occult and the satanlC 

through his art criticism and novels forms the larger background ta 

Surrealist lconography. 

As art crltlc for Le FIgaro throughout the 188U's, Huysmans 

champloned the Impress10nists and naturallsm. 134 He also advocated the work 

of Odilon Redon (1840-1916) and Gustave Moreau (1826-1898) flndlng Moreau's 

Salome of 1886 the epltomy of Symbollst values. 135 In A rebours, Huysmans 

describes the disturbing effect of Moreau's painlings as "dlsquletlng and 

slnister allegories made more ta the point by the uneasy perceptlons of an 

altogether modern neurosls ••• forever sorrowful, haunted by the symbolP of 

superhuman perversllies and superhuman loves. ,,136 In Huysmans' reVlew of the 

Salon exhibition of 1880 he wrote enthuslatlcally about Moreau's work, 

describlng succlnctly the combination of orIental and mystical Influences 

which he found 50 attractive. He wrltes: 



Figure 21. Gustave Moreau. The Apparition (Salome) 1876. 

Huysmans advocated the work of Odilon Redon and Gustave Moreau. finding 
Moreau's Salome of 1876 the epitomy of Symbolist values. In A R~bours, 
Huysmans describes the disturbing effect of Moreau's paintings as 
"disquieting and sinister allegories made more ta the point by the uneasy 
perceptions of an altagether modern neurasis •••• " 
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M. Gustave Moreau is unique, an extraordinary artist •••• 
after having been haunted by Mantegna, and by Leonardo 
whose princesses mave through mysterious landcapes of 
black and blue, M. Moreau has been seized by an 
enthus18sm for the hleratic arts of India and from the 
two currents of Italian art and Hlndu art, he has, 
spurred forward tao by the feverish hues of Delacroix, 
dlsengaged an art which lS peculiarly his own, created 
an art which is personal and new, who se disquleting 
flavor is at first dlsconcerting. 137 

Years Iat.~, t,~ young André Breton alone frequented the Musle Gustave 

Moreau atter the indulgences of Symbolism had fallen into modernist 

disfavour. He found in the disquieting and ritualized images of Moreau the 

"savlng grace" which he was to call Surrealisme 

In addition to Huysmans' occult and satanic pursuits, which he 

described with prurient interest in the novels Â Rebour and Là-bas, he 

personally became invoived in one of the more celebrated occult scandaIs of 

the Iate nlneteenth century which was paruIIeled only by similar 

theosophical developments ln neo-orthoJox Russlan society, which welcomed 

such spiritual charlatans as Grlgory Rasputin, Helena Blavatsky, and the 

French magus "Papus" (Gérard Encausse, 1856-1916). Papus had travelled from 

France to Russia in 1901, 1905, and 1906, to pey ingratiating and 

ostentatious visits to the Tsar and Tsaritsa Nicholas and Albxandra, with 

whom he had established initial contact in France in 1896. 138 Papus was 

also on the council of Stanilas de Guaita' s "Ordre Kabbalistique de la 

Rose-Croix, "139 and with the Sâr Péladan formed part of the occult power 

structure with whom Huysmans took exception (figure 22). 

John Senior provides an apt description of the feud between the 

Roslcrucian Brotherhood and the Abbé Boullan in which Huysmans became 
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Huysmans and Jules Bois publlCly accused Gualta. 
Papus, the Sâr Péladan, and Osward Wirth, the 
leaders of the "Caballst IC Roslcruc lan Brotherhood" 
of havlng murdered one Abbé Boullan of Lyons by 
means of blac~ maglc. Charge and countercharge 
were made ln the Parls press untll the MarquIs 
felt obilged to defend hlS honour by more 
arlstocratic means. 140 

Consequently, a duel was fought between the Marquls Stanllas de GU8lta, 

and Jules BOIS (a dlsciple of Huysmans), that was followed by yet another 

duel wlth swords between BOIS and Papus, who was an assoclate of de Gualta. 

It was several years later that Huysmans, havlng obtalned the papers of Ihp 

Abbé Boullan, hlS mentor in Occultlsm, learned that aIl the accusations made 

by Boullan against Papus and the Rosicruclan Brotherhood were, ln fact, 

fabrlcations of a deceltful nature, intended to transfer the wayward Abbé's 

burden of gUllt to Stanllas De GuaIta. 141 A strange thlng had happened: for 

Huysmans, Bois, Boullan, and the others Involved, the supposed curses thrown 

by the Rosicruclan brotherhood were real, and they each experlenced forms of 

physical and pSyChlC attack -- "flUldic hurllngs, cuffs about the head, and 

even attacks on the l1ver,,142 -- WhlCh to them were real and caused 

sufferlng. PublIC accusatIons were made in Le Flgaro wlth seriousness that 

today we flnd astounding. In an lntervlew Huysmans related that: 

Il est Indiscutable que le Gualta et Péladan pratiquent 
quotldienment la magIe nOIre. Ce pauvre Boullan etaIt 
en lutte perpetuelle avec les esprIts mechants qU'lIs 
n'ont cessé pendant deux ans de lUI envoyer de ParIS. 
RIen n'est plus imprecls que ces questIons de magIe; 
malS Il est tout à fait possIble que mon pauvre am} 
Boullan ait succombé à un envouement supreme. 143 
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The popularlzation of the occult had begun in earnest. This type 

of documentary evidence excited and appealed to the spiritual longings of 

disaffillated artists and writers, who reached for meaning through personal 

experience of the occult. In 1890, the writer Anatole France observed that: 

"a certaln knowledge of the occult sciences became necessary for the 

understandlng of a great number of literary works of this periode Magic 

occupled a large place ln the imagination of our poets and our 

novellsts.,,144 Simllarly, popular posters of the period depict an occult 

interest in black magic, as in the large portrait of a magus, Mérod~k, 

c. 1890 (Figure 23). 

One may trace the trajectory of the occult from Baudelaire's Les 

fleurs du Mal, whose censorship served only to increase its notorlety, to ~ 

Rebours, when Huysmans has his hero Des Esseintes place Les Fleurs du Mal as 

a sacred text on an altar before a Byzantine triptych. This action is 

merely the lndices of the descent into satanism which is the subject of 

Là-ba!!, and whl.ch puts Forth Huysmans' nostalgic attraction to the simpler 

spirituality of the medieval periode Là-bas is rife with the tension 

between doubt and belief, dandyism and naturalism, and between the occult 

and the church. One senses a strangely distant ambivalence in the 

historl.cal observations of the protagonist, Durtal: 

'What a queer age,' said Durtal, conducting him to the 
door. 'It l.S just at the moment when positivism is at 
its zenith that mysticlsm arises again and the follies 
of the occult begin.' 

'Oh, but its always been that way. The tail ends of 
aIl centuries are all.ve. They're always periods of 
vacillation and uncertainty. When materialism is 
rotten-rlpe magic takes root. This phenomenon reappears 



Figure 22. Carlos Schwabe. Poster for the first Salon de la 
Rose-Croix. 1892. (left) 

Papus (Gérard Encausse), the Sâr Péladan, and Stanilas de Guaita were 
part of the occult power structure of the "Ordre Kabbalistique de la 
Rose-CroIx" • 

Figure 23. Mérodâk poster, c. 1890. (right) 

ln 1890, the writer Anatole France observed: "a certain knowledge of the 
occult sciences became necessary for the understanding of a great number 
of literary warks of this periode Magic occupied a large place in the 
Imagination of our poets and our novellsts." Simllarly, popular posters 
of the perlod depict an oc cult interest in daemonic magic, as in the 
large poster of a magus, Mérodâk. 

. . . 
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every hundred years. Not to go further back, look at 
the d~cline of the last century. Alongside of the 
rationalist and atheist you find Saint-Germain, 
Cagliostro, Saint-Martin, Gabalis, Cazotte, the 
Rosicrucian societies, the infernal circles, as 
now ••• ,145 

The self-consciousness of Huysmans' exploration of occultism as the 

immediate antidote to materialism is revealed in this perceptlve and 

philosophical passage. His questioning spirit demanded answers that neither 

materialism nor naturalism could supply. But his complete understandlnq of 

the daemonic as the other avenue to the holy is impliclt ln a related 

passage from Là-bas: 

'Mad? Why? The cult of the Demon is no more insane than 
that of God. One is rotten and the other resplendent, 
that is aIl. By your reckoning aIl people who worshlp 
any god whatever would be demented. No. The affiliates 
of Satanism are mystics of a vile order, but they are 
mystics. Now, it is highly probable that their 
exaltations into the extraterrestrial of Evil cOlncide 
with the rages of their frenzied senses, for lechery 15 

the wet nurse of Demonism ••• ' 146 

If satanism was daemonic it was, at least, supernatural: Huysmans found in 

it what would suffice. His "decadence" is expressed in tus novels of ideas, 

that uphold the satanic and the sensual as the escape from bougeouis 

complacency. As we shall see, this reaction to conventional religious 

Catholicism was ta have far reaching ramifications for the development of 

Surrealisme 



1 

( 

151. 

2. The Symbolist Movement 

While Symbolism was originally a literary movement, it provided a 

farceful impetus ta the art world in the form of mythological and 

dream-insplred lmages that countered the prevalent school of naturalism, by 

then in seeming afflliation with middle-class attitudes. 

Several key developments in Symbolist iconography were to have a 

profound influence on Surrealist art. From a conceptual standpoint, 

Symbolism's preoccupation with the occult and the supernatural encouraged 

artists to express moods and images metaphorically, liberated From a strict 

adherence to the optical reality attempted by the Impressionists. 

Iconographically, the fin de si~cle propensity for decadence and the satanic 

engendered a new Vlew of woman. From Baudelaire and Nerval the idea of the 

feminine i8 colored with a daemonic power, expressed as either the chthonic 

and naturel, or the evil and unnatural. Because for Baudelaire, woman was 

natural she was, even more than man, an example of the fallen universe in 

WhlCh he was condemned to exist. Relations with women were a descent into 

base animallty. Nerval, on the other hand, imbues her with the sacred power 

of the archaic goddess and the muse. Theae conflicting views merge in 

the new image of woman as the seductive femme fatale,147 the mystical 

alluring sphinx of Symbolist art. Indeed, the "sphinx" often appears as 

the subject of much international Symbolist art, as in Ferdinand Khnopff's 

The Caresses of the Sphinx, of 1896 (flgure 24) or Alexandre Seon's 

The Chimaera's Despair of 1892 (figure 25). One may superficially 



Figure 24. Ferdinand Khnopff. The Caresses of the Sphinx. 1896. (above) 

The seduct ive "femme fatale", the mystical allurlng sphinx of Symballst 
art. The "sphinx" aften appears as the subject of I1lJch mternat 10nal 
Symbalist art, as in Ferdinand Khnapff's The Caresses of the Sphinx of 
1896, or Alexandre Séan's The Chimaera's Despair of 1892. 

Figure 25. Alexandre Séan. The Chimaera's Despair. 1896. (below) 

\ 
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read these works as examples of the growing social emancipation of women 

from a predominantly patrIarchal society. However, many of these images 

reveal a power and ambivalence that is quite out of proportIon ta solely 

social developments. 148 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti's (1828-1882) pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

started the tumble downwards with images of a lenguorous sexualIty and a 

longing for surcease that were often sexually provocative. Rossetti's Beata 

Beatrix of 1876 precisely crystallizes the "Saint Teresa in ecstasis" look 

of sou1ful ecstacy and unbridled sensuality (f~gure 26). HIS Astarte 

Syriaca of 1877 depicts the omnipresent Janie Morris (the wlfe of hlS 

colleague William Morris) in the guise of the pagan goddess, Astarte (fIgure 

27). Besides confirm1ng the new role of individual women such as Ellzabeth 

Siddal or Janie Morris as the "soul-mate,,149 or muse of the arhst (no 

longer the obedient bride) the massive painting Astarte Syriaca conveys a 

symbolically complex mélange of the femme fatale, the vamp, and the pagan 

goddess. 

Similarly, Edvard Munch's Madonna of 1895 combines the Image of 

the Madonna with a sinister sensuality that i5 even furthered amplified by 

the symbolic red and black coloring with which she is drawn (flgure 28). 

The tiny fetus in the left hand corner, sa reminiscent of a death's head, 

only serves ta emphasize her destructive power. The idea of the femme 

fatale i5 pu shed here ta an extraordinary depth of meaning, for Munch 

describes the Madonna, the mother of Christ, as innately sexual and eVIl. 

Franz Stuck's Eve (1893) likewise shows the "mother of men" as a decadent 

femme fatale, her evil nature expressed sa graphically in the head of the 

snake with which she is identified (figure 29). This evaluation of the 
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Figure 26. Dante Gabrlel Rossetti. Beata Beatrix. 1876. (1eft) 

Rossetti 's Beata Beatrix precisely crystallizes the "St. Teresa in 
ecstatsis" look of sou1ful ecstacy and unbridled sensuality. 

Figure 27. Dante Gabriel RossettI. Astarte Syriaca. 1877. (right) 

The massive painting Astarte Syriaca conveys a symbolical1y complex 
mélange of the femme fatale, the vamp, and the pagan goddess. 
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Figure 28. Edvard Munch. Madonna. 1895-1902. (r,~h~ 

Edvard Munch's Madonna of 1895 combines the image of the Madonna with a 
slnlster sensuality that la even further amplifled by the symbolic red 
and black coloring wIth which she is drawn •••. The Idea of the femme 
fatale is pushed here to an extraordinary depth of meaning as Munch 
describes the Madonna, the mother of Christ, as innately sexual and 
eV1I. 

Figure 29. Franz Stuck. ~. (or "Original Sin"). 1893. (Ie.~t ) 

Franz Stuck' s "Eve" likewise shows the "mother of men" as a decadent 
femme fatale, her evii nature expressed so succinctly in the head of the 
snake with which ahe is identifi~d. ThIS elevation of the daemonlc 
energy of woman can be seen as a ferm of sexual attraction at its most 
extreme (and guilt-ridden) perhaps best expressed ln these lines from 
Blake, "Energy la Eternal Delight." 
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daemonlC power of woman can be seen as a form of sexual attraction at its 

most extreme and gullt-ndden: for the attractlon of evil 1S created by a 

type of amoral energy WhlCh lS perhaps best expressed ln the5e lines from 

Blake, "Energy lS Eternal Dellght". Lucifer, or the Devil, embodies thlS 

daemonlC energy, and, through hlm, Blake suggests that It lS al ways more 

attractIve than a morally superior supernaturallsm. 

AU these themes come ta fruition ln tl-]e image of Salome, who 

brlngs together sexuallty, death, and the orient ln the essential image of 

the Symbolist epoque. 150 As ln the palnting of 1876 by Gustave Moreau, The 

Apparitlon (FIgure 21) she is an exotlc fIgure who lS threatenlng and 

destructIve. She has acqu1red d new power for the weak sex, and ruthlessly 

dIspenses wlth male vlrtue. Her Image fascinated the Symbollsts, who saw ln 

It an expression of the daemonlc energy of the occult and the orient that 50 

compelled them (flgure 30). 

Finally, ln a paInting by Rochegrosse, we flnd a culmInatIon of 

the Symbollst rel IglOUS reversaI of Cathol:cism ln an Image that lS derived 

from Flaubert. The paIntIng, titled Deesse et ChImère (fIgure 31) deplcts 

the Babylonlan Goddess encrusted ln jewels llke Salome, r1dlng the back of 

the beast From the Abyss, the sea-serpent LevIathan. It IS a deplctlon of 

the Apoca lypse but tot ally t rans formed: here the ancient "Whore of 

Babylon,,151 18 none other than the archalc Goddess, Cybele, Demeter, or 

ISIS, arrayed ln a fantastlc exotlc costume, her foot on the head of the 

~east From the abyss. The Beast rlses from the abyss, and 15 cast Into the 

l ake of fue and bnmstone; Il 15 identl fled w!th "the dragon, that old 



Flgure 30. Gustave Moreau. Salome Danclng. 1874-6 (detail). 

AlI these themes come to fruitlon in the lmage of Salome, who brlngs 
together sexuality, death, and the orient ln the essentlal image of the 
Symbolist epoque •••• She has acquired a new power for the weak sex, 
ruthlessly dispenslng with male virtue. Her Image fasClnated the 
Symbolists, who saw ln it an expression of the daemonic energy of the 
occult and the orient that sa attracted them. 



• 

(: 

1 



162. 

1 serpent, which 15 the Devii and 5atan,,152 who heralds the Imminent 

apocalypse ln the Book of Revelatlons. 

ThIS constellatIon of Images symbollzes the eVll and chaos that 

wlll rule the earth at the t Ime of the apocalypse. The "Déesse" of 

Rochergrossels paIntIng also symbolLzes the daemonlc, chaotlc enprgy of thp 

abyss. In thiS startllng, If lIteraI, image, we flnd the lIneaments of a 

complete rellglous reversaI ln the elevatlon of lmages of chaos and the 

daemonlC as the posItIve anlmatlng element that Will flnd even fullpr 

pyschologlcal expreSSIon ln the lconography of Surreallsm. 



Flgure 31. Rochegrosse. Déesse et ChImère. 1895. 

In a palnting by Rochegrosse we find a culmination of lhe Symbolist 
rellglous reversaI of Catholiclsm in an Image which derlves From 
Flaubert. Déesse et ChImère deplcts the Babylonian Goddess, encrusted in 
Jewels llke Salome, rldlng the back of the beast from the Abyss, the 
sea-serpent LevIathan •••• Here the anClent "Whore of Babylon" is none 
other than the archalc Goddess (Cybele, Isis) arrayed ln a fantastic 
exotlc costume, her foot on the he ad of the Beast From the Abyss. 
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Chapter IV 

IN THE MODERN CONTEXT: 
Dada, Surrealism and their Immediate Precursors 

A. HENRI ROUSSEAU, PRIMITIVISM, AND NAIVE ART 

After the prolonged opulence of the Symbolist decade, many artlsts 

found themselves fascinated with primitive and naive art. The art worlrl 

craved a fresh presence. They found new inspiratlon in the personaqe of 

Henrl Rousseau (1844-1910), a charmingly nalve palnter commonly known as the 

"Douamer" ln the mistaken bellef that he had once been an customs 

Inspector. 1 

The Symbolist questioning of naturalism had opened the possiblity 

of new formaI languages of art. Primitivism -- that i8, the emulation of 

primitlve, traditional, or aborlginal motifs and languages of art from other 

cultures, without knowledge of the intrlnslc purpose ln the native context 

-- with its explicit if often derivative geometrlcizatlon of form, provlded 

the main avenue of exploration. The other route was that of naive art, 

personlfied in the work of Rousseau. The cult of the Chlld, Introduced by 

Romantlcism and impllcit in the impulse towards primitivlsm, Inltiated a new 

appreClation of nal ve art which wes often referred to as "innocent", 

"curious", or "sincere". 2 Rousseau was the flrst of these nai ve art ISts ta 

be recognized; unschooled by the academIes, he created a startllng new 

viSIon of the world that was to have a profound effect on Surrealist 

painting. 

166. 
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1. Rousseau and Surrealism 

Rousseau's palntlngs exerted a dIrect influence on Surrealist art, 

their oddly precIse reallsm Insplrlng many illus ~onlstic Surrealist 

palnters wlth the fresh and novel perceptIons that they embodled. De 

ChIrico, Tanquy, Dall, and MagrItte were each involved ln the early 

Surreallst researches lnto the dream state, and their preoccupation with a 

dream-llke transformatIon of perception extended into lts communication ln 

art. Rousseau's strange manner of palntlng sheer smooth surfaces wlth no 

ObVlOUS brushwork to detract from his visIon, made each object appear to be 

made of the same substance. H1S unusual vIsion suggested new modes of 

deplction to the Surreallsts, who feit the simpilcity and innocence 

expressed ln hlS paIntIng werelndlces of "the marvelous". 

Thus the palntings of Rousseau, at flrst scoffed at as 

monstrosltles or sheer buffoonery by incomprehendlng crltics, provided the 

InItlal Impetus for the appreciatlon of nalve art by the early modern 

artlsts. H1S work demonstrated what the Italian and Fiemish primItives, 

also adopted by Surrealism, had only lmplled: the power of precise 

dellneatlon (ln Rousseau an exact and almost fussy reaIlsm) ta create a 

helghtened sense of reality. By ltS subtle plastic transformations of 

tradltlonal genres of academic art -- the portrait, the still-llfe, the 

flgure ln a landscape -- Rousseau's work achievej a whimsical sense of 

dlsorient at lOn and dislocation that suggested a "Surrealit y". The 

"Douamer", as he was often patronizingly called, was proclaimed one of the 

heroes of Surrealism. In Surrealism and Palnting, André Breton writes of 
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the st range attractl.on of Rousseau's work, which he descl'ibes as "a maqnetlc 

flux WhlCh spreads towards us from hlS Images, a quallty which is ••• uniqup 

to hlS work." 3 He cont inues: 

But my investigatlons always pulled up sharply at the 
edge of Rousseau' s jungle, for fear of gettlng lost ln 

that inalienable adjunct of the unconSClOUS. The 
strangeness of the ~magery ln these composItIons would 
suffice on ltS own to demollsh the assertIon that the 
nature of Rousseau's most typlcal works was dictated by 
a pure and slmple concern for truth (ln the pOSl t IV Ist 
sense of the term) in the serVlce of a mlnd Immune to 
distrust. ROUSSEA.U' S \~ORKS HAVE ALMOST NO INTEREST 
WHATEVER IN TERMS OF REALISM, BUT MUST BE CONSIDERED 
ABSOLUTEL y VALID PRECURSORS OF SURREALI SM (whir.h applies 
equally ta Chirica's earliest paintings). 4 

Rousseau's work struck deep resonances ln the Surreaiist spirlt, 

not only in thelr manner of deplction but in thelr content. He expressed nn 

innocent conviction ln the reality of the dream and the fantasy, descrIblnq 

exotic V1Slons derlved From the botanlcal and zooloqlcal texts of the cra. 

HIS palnting Le Rêve of 1910, (flgure 32) Juxtaposes the real and the 

Imaginary ln one unifled vision. Rousseau wrote wlth slmpllcity ta the 

crltlc who had questioned the appearance of the sofa in the Jungle: 

This woman, (Yadiwigha) sleeping on the sofa, dreams she 
is transported lnto the middle of the Forest, hearing 
the notes of the charmer's pipe. Thls glves the motIve 
for the sofa being in the picture. 5 

Similarly, Rousseau was to take the mundane exerClse of the still life or 

the landscape and transform ~t with an aura of fantasy. 
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Roger Shattuck describes the partlcular sensibility that enters Rousseau's 

paintings and separates them from traditlonal genres of art: 

[ver sinee Rembrandt, the lntense port rayaI of human 
eharacter has tended to ellmlnate the natura] world as a 
distraction. The face should tell all •••• Rousseau set 
hlS highly formaI composItIons against pastoral or 
semi-pastoral backgrounds. His refusaI to separate 
portraIture from landscape and genre palnt~ng 
characterlzes the 'prImitIve' senslbility which sees a 
person and the obJects that surround him as a sIngle 
entlty. Rousseau treated hlS canvas as a surface upon 
WhlCh to combIne and relate the material parts of a 
person's Ilfe, rather than as a means of dramatically 
Isolatlng a face from aIl the incidentals. 6 

The sense of solItude, stillness, and mystery in Rousseau's larger 

works, such as The Snake Charmer, The SleepIng Gypsy, and Nlght of the 

Carnival, became an Important element of Surreallst paInting. Few scholars 

have understood the strange, Surreal effect of Rousseau's palntings, with 

the exceptIon of Roger Shattuck, who contributes a persuasIve analysls of 

thelr uncanny effect in hlS book The Banquet Years. 7 Shattuck pOInts out 

that the central contrlbuting factor which creates the uncanny effect ln 

Rousseau's paIntIng stems from a certain formaI device, later adopted by the 

Surr~allsts. This was to create a deep psychologieal tension, a sense of 

expectlon wlth "a distinct feelIng of awe and catastrophe",B which 

IntenSIfIes the real into a feeling of the unreal, or the surreal. In many 

works by Rousseau, "a living creature confronts a mysterious presence",9 

whlle only one element Implles movement. His paintings are characterized by 
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lia stlllness and formality ••• in the absence of normal motlvatlOn of the 

events taking place" .10 ThIS sense of stillness, Instead of proJectlnq El 

calm quietude, evokes the unsettllnq and uneasy effect of the uncannv. In 

fact, this is due to a formaI techn1que employed by Rousseau and explolted 

later by the Surrealists. It was ta contrast an apparentl y mov lnq l'lement, 

sueh as the flickering of the llon's tail ln The SleepIng Gyps~ or thf.> 

movement of the snakes in The Snake Charmer, 11 wlth the hlerat lC formaI 

stillness of the l'est of the composItIon. Rousseau's use of precIse 

delineatlon and the equally sharp foeus whieh he d1sperses evenly across tus 

canvas serves to create a dlsarmlng Immed1acy ln the perception of the 

abject for by glving the same attention to each detall, each becomes equally 

important. ThIS techmque was adopted by Surrealist palnters to create a 

slmllar poetic tension, increasing the feelIngs of unease, dlsquletude and 

doom. 

One f1nds a certain Innocence on the part of the Surreallst 

painters who, like Rousseau, were wllling ta forqo modernlst formaI 

aesthetics ln order to achleve their goal: to transform 11fe lnto art. The 

magic reaiist paintings by de Cnirico, Tanguy, Dali, MagrItte, and Max Ernst 

point us back towards the real world, but more 90. It IS the real world, 

but transformed, intensified: a helghtened sense of reaIlty 1S achleved by 

inexplicable Juxtapositions and precIse delineation. By turnlng our 

awareness back towards a llved reality, their art reveals a search for 

authenticity, for the ultimately real; in short, fo~ the marvelous. 



Figure 32. Henri Rousseau. 
1\ Le Reve. 1910. 

Rousseau's work struck deep resonances in the Surrealist spirIt, not only 
ln Its manner of depictlon but ln its content. He expressed an innocent 
convIctIon ln the reality of the dream and the fantasy, describing exotic 
visions derived From the botanlcal and zoological texts of the era. His 
paIntIng Le Reve of 1910 juxtaposes the real and the imaginary in one 
unl Fied vislOn. 

FIgure 33. The Surrealist Mae of the World. 1929. 

The Surreallst attachment ta archaic art lS conclusively defined by the 
Surreallst Map of the \~orld, drawn in 1929, which shows the peculiar 
Surrealist orIentatIon with regard ta the world of Western culture. AlI 
the developed countries are deplcted diminished in scale while what is 
currently known as the "Thud Wor Id" forms the central part of the map. 
ln thlS example the Surrealists prefigure the contemporary political 
evaluation of non-Western Civlllzations with a spiritual evaluation of 
thelr own. 
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2. Rousseau, Picasso, and Prlmitlvism 

DUflng this time (1895-1914), the increaslng interest ln naive art 

is charar.terized by the number of flgures who ciaimed to be the flfst ta 

have discovered Rousseau. The crltic Remy de Gourmant "discovered" 

Rousseau, nccordlng to PhIlippe JuIllan ~ 12 Ap"'ollinaire, PIcasso. and Alfred 

Jarry each were enchanted by Rousseau's work and personallty, and each have 

been credited with hlS popularlzation. However, as Roqer Shattuck has 

pointed out ln his insightful charactenzatlOn of Rousseau, no one actually 

"discovered" him, for he natually drew attention to himself through his 

extraordlnary work. Rousseau was a long-time frlend of the avant-garde 

writer Alfred Jarry , and pcrhaps met hlm dunng the time they were 

neighbours on the Boulevard de Port Royal ln 1895. 13 In 1896 Jarry stayed 

with Rousseau for three weeks after his eviction from hlS quarters, and It 

lS possible that Jary was the first to popuiarize Rousseau's work in the 

bohemian milleu that could appreciate lts eccentrlcities. Slmilarly, 

Picasso was drawn ta thlS unusual personality. In 1908 he hosted a banquet 

ln honor of Rousseau at le Bateau Lavoir where he Ilved and worked. 14 The 

occasion celebrated by the banquet was the acquisitlon of Rousseau's 

Portrait de Mlle. M. (1897) which Picasso found ln a shop window and hought 

for a pittance. Plcasso admlred and collected the work of Rousseau, and 

along with the enthusiastic Appoillnalre, helped to Introduce hlS work ln 

artistic clrcles. Picasso had absorbed elements from tr9ditional prImItive 

art as early as 1906; now he adapted and modifled for hlS own purposes 

elements of unintentional overmodelllng, precise dellneation, and aCldlc 

-----~-----------
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local color borrowed from the paintlngs of Rousseau. He found in Rousseau's 

unlntentlonal dIstortions the insplratlon for many of hlS own exploratlons 

lnto the dlstortlons of form. 15 One feels the surprisingly deep influence of 

Rousseau ln many paintlngs by PIcasso, as, for example, ln the lconography, 

detall and color of --------.." Rousseau's L'enfant a la poupee of 1905 and 

Picasso's Mala wIth a 0011 1938. 16 The academic aspirations of Rousseau, 

whose unintentlonal over-modelling created an effect of exaggeration that 

achleves a dIstortion rather than an illusionistic chiaroscuro, were 

ironically adopted by Picasso, who deliberately mode use in the technique of 

his monumental classlc period (1921-26). 

2. Primitivism 

While PIcasso and the CUblSt painters studied primitive art for 

formaI reasons, attempting ta emulate its powerful designs, by contrast the 

Surrealis~ were fascinated with archaic art primarily for lts mythic 

content. In 1914 in New York, a show was held of African wood carvings at 

the Little Gallery of the Photo Secession, the first time that prImitive art 

was shown "solely From the point of view of art"17 and nct as curiosities of 

ethnological origin. Until then the dissemination of primitlve art had been 

part of the general fascinatIon wlth exotica exerted by Romanticism. 

Archaic art offered, for several reasons, an Ideal point of 

departure for the Surrealists. Flrst, the content of traditionsl or archaic 

artlfacts challenged the power structures of Western society, its religion, 

culture, and values, with new mythologies and symbolism. Exotic art offered 
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a new artistic language, emulated by artlsts who wished to dlssociate 

themselves from middle-class values and Ideologles; for those who follwed 

its lessons in formaI structure It marked a new substantlallv anti-Western 

mode of expresslon. Prlmltlve art also appealed to a snobblsh esoterlclsm 

practised by those in the bohemian mllleu, for cnly those Inltlates to Its 

manner of expression could grasp its secret Intlmatlons. Flnally, the art 

of Oceanla and Africa provlded compelllng new modes of artistlc expreSSlon 

that proved equally appealing to bath Cubism and Surrealism, If for formaI 

and splritual reasons respectively. The Surrealist attachment to archalC 

art is conclusively defined by the Surreallst map of the world, drawn in 

1929, which shows the peculiar Surrealist orlentatlon with regard ta the 

world of Western culture (flgure 33). AlI the developed countries ar~ 

depicted dlminished ln scale and importance, while what IS currently known 

as the "Third \~orld" forms the central part of the map.1B In thlS example 

the Surrealists again preflgure the contemporary polltlcal recognltIon of 

non-western Civlllzations with a splritual evaluatlon of the Ir awn. For 

them, the world was founded in the archalc suatas of thought, whlCh 

coalesced conclusively with thelr expectations of a new psychological 

uni verse transformed by the Surreal. 

The Cubists understood the tension of African carvings to stem 

from the aesthetlcs of the work alone, whereas the Surrealists were more 

preoccupied with the kind of vlsion that created such compelllnq work. To 

the Surrealist, the hierarchic&l space found in Austriallan aborlglnal art 

as weIl as in pSyChotlC art affirmed the possibility of new formaI languages 

of art to be created. They found a drama in prlmltive art in Its use of 
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lines of t~~slon, rather than an abstraction that was commonly belleved to 

be based on anatomical exaggeratlon. 19 New themes were suqgested by archaic 

art. These cOlnclded wlth Freudlan InvestIgatIons of human instinctu&l 

drIves, untl1 the nostalglc attractIon to tradltional art appears to have 

resulted ln a complete misconceptl0n of its Intrlnsic purposes. However, 

this was not the case. The Surreallsts found the resemblances between 

Freudlan theory and academle ethnology mutually 111umlnatlng. They 

anticlpated the academlc development of Freudian anthropulogy through thelr 

researches into myth and the human psyche. Sever~l Surreallsts were active 

professionally in the fIeld of ethnology: Wolfgang Paalen, a Surrealist 

sculptor, was an ethnologlst involved wlth North Amerlcan lndian art; the 

Surrealist MIchel LeIrIS, was an amateur anthropologist who studled the 

Dogon language of West Africa and possession rites in Ethlopia. 20 Kurt 

Sellgmann, a long-time Surrealist painter, wrote an aeademic treatise on 

magIc. Hence, the Surrealist preoccupation wlth non-Western cultures 

extends far beyond the formaI considerations that were the concern of the 

CUblst; by contrast, they wlshed to learn as much as possIble from these arl 

forms, If even ultlmately to transform them into a new language of art. It 

lS this transformatIon of the motifs and materials of prImltive art 

(feathers, wood, fur) that has so often lead to the belief that the 

Surrealists did not comprehend archaic art, but in faet, thelr understanding 

and popularlzation of primitive art may have initiated developments later 

reflned by anthropology. 

In attempting an revolutionary art, the Surrealists became 

fasClnated wlth the functlon of fetishes and powerful objects in archaic 

religion. They were especially drawn to the art of Oceania, because of its 
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fantastic imagery and mythology.21 The fertllity themes of archaic OceanlC 

religion seemed partlcularly relevant after the prolonged atrocltles of 

World War l, when the self-destruction of Western CIVlllzatlon hecame 

apparent to many artlsts and lntellectuals. The Surreallsts preferred lhe 

art of Oceanla and Auslrialla to that of Arrica because the latter had heen 

adopted by Cublsm. Oceanlc art stems From a matrlarchal culture, and lts 

attraction for the Surrealists must also be attrlbuted to lts parûliei 

preoccupation with the femlnine. ln Amour Fou, (1957) André Breton 

elucidates the relationshlp between woman and nature, yet places lt wlthln H 

transformed chivalric tradition of courtly love, or amour fou. 22 The 

all-encompasslng love for one woman would light the artist's lmaglnation. 

The cult of the feminine ln the Oceanic culture resonates thematlcaIIy wlth 

the Surreallst preoccupation with heterosexual love (amour fou) and with 

woman as the InspuatlOn for the artlst 1 s Imaglnat lon. Thus the Surreal1st 

preoccupatIon with Oceanic art extends far beyond mere aesthetlc or formaI 

consideratlons, into an 3ffirmation of the mythical dlmenslon of archalC 

thought. 

B. DADAISM AND THE ORIGINS OF SURREALISM 

The Surrealist movement grew directly From the nihilistlC' anti-art 

ideology of the Dada movement (ca. 1916-1919). Dada began ln Zurlch, 1916, 

with the opening of the Cabaret Voltaire by the poet Hugo BalI, Emmy 

Hennings, and fellow partlcipants Jean Arp, Tristan Tzara, and Marcel 

Janco. 23 Other centres of Dada actlvity soon developed ln Parls, Rome, 

Munich, Brussels and New York. The international scope of Dadalsm must be 

seen against several concurront historical and intellectual developments 
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that rapidly contrlbute ta Its mandate for anarchIsm and destruction. Among 

tnese factors we fInd impllcit the change :rom a Copernlcan to an 

Elnstelnlan cosmology, paralleled only by the InternaI unIverses revealed by 

Freud and Jung. Psychoanalysls became establlshed as a science in 1906 at 

"The F Irst InternatlOnal Congress of Psychoanalysls". Ewsteln had 

formulated hlS theory of relativity in 1905;24 with its publicatIon in 1916, 

the lntellectual conception of the world would change. Non-Western cultures 

were becomlng lncreasHlgly Îh,portant, lntellectually and economically, to 

European cultural llfe, whlle colonialism faced a slow deterioratlon. Many 

dlfferent conceptlons of the world were now made possible. The relative 

certalnty wlth WhlCh prevlously glven truths could be expressed sharpened a 

qrowlng spultual doubt. This so-called "cr isis of faith" seemed to herald 

an lmmInent apocalypse for Western CivIllzatlon. 

The vogue for prImitivism brought into public Vlew an 

extraordlnary range of archaic and traditional abjects that exerted a 

profound effect on the Dada vislon. Despite their cyniclsm, the Dada 

artlsts were enthralled by vague ideals of a return to a state of innocence, 

a pumal "noble savagery", through the destructlOn of the decadent Western 

civilizatlon. The Dadalsts sought a new beginning in the psychological 

"tabula rasa" that they would create through the flnal destruction of 

artlflclality of Western values and civilization. They were not alone in 

this apocalyptlc view. The millennial vlsion of hlstory preoccupied many 

scholars and thinkers after the flrst World War, when the apocalyptic 

character of lia war to end al! wars" seemed to represent the nemesis of 

Western Clvlllzatlon. Osvald Spengler (1880-1936), among others, espoused 

the Vlew that Western civillzatlOn was facing a dylng "wlnter" , and 

unfavorably compared his society with the late Roman Empire. 25 
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World War 1 fueled a dissolutIon of values k8enly felt by the 

Dadaist artists. Dada was in essence an Intentlùnal outcry at the prolongea 

butchery of World War 1. Jean Arp, a former Dadalst and later a Surrealist, 

writes of the orlgins of the movement ln Zurich: 

Revolted by the butchery of the 1914 World War, we ln 
Zurlch devoted ourselves to the arts. While the quns 
rumbled ln the dlstance, we sang, palnted, made 
collages, and wrote poems wlth aIl our mlght. We were 
seeklng an art based on fundamentals, ta cure the 
madness of the age, and a new order of thlngs that ~ould 
restore the balance between heaven and hello We had a 
dlm premonItIon that power-mad gangste5would one day 
use art itself as a way of deadenlng men's mlnds. 26 

Western soclety, wlth Its complacency, Its bourgeols values, and Its 

clichés, was found hollow and suspect. In Its stead the Dadalst adopted 

primitlve motlfs and combined these wlth an anarchistlc typography and 

deslgn wlth which they expressed the absurdlty and the senseless character 

of modern llfe. Tristan Tzara's sound poems emanate from hlS fasclnatlon 

wlth Afnean rhyth1ns and a misconception of foreign l1nqUlstlcs; hlS pOlons 

rely on the power and internaI rhythm of sound Itself ta convey meanlng and 

emotional force. 

In the ln formai setting of the Cabaret Voltaue, the Dada group 

or Iglnated "performance art" the alliance of theatre, dance, poetry, and 

design of WhlCh Appollinalre had spoken. Theirs was an art of translence; 

they dispensed with art for profit or art for art's sake, because they 

intended ta employ art ta create the pecullar mental frisson that was Dada: 

ta enthrall, harr i fy, challenge, entertain, e.lchant, and above aIl ta shock 

the audience inta a new way of seeing and feeling the world. Dada was a 
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new, modern aU üude to lJ. fe which explalted the absurd and the ambigious as 

the threshold between reasan and the Irrationai. Thus the Dadaists refused 

ta accept any Ideology or posIti0n ex~ept the neqation of aIl ideologles and 

values. It lS thlS complete negatlon of any Ideological stance which 

dlfferentlates Dadaism From Surreallsm, yet WhlCh gives lt as a movement a 

curiously amoral to~e -- an almost Buddhistlc attItude of non-attachement, 

wdich the hlgh moral seriousness of Surrealism never truly achieves. 

In rebelllng against the de cadence of Western civillzation, 

Dadalsm saw the suprernacy of Reason as the arch-villaln that had englneered 

the war. The efficacy of reason had been conciusively disproved by the 

barbarism of the war. Thus the Dadalsts developed methods of creation that 

paralleled thelr own experlence of the modern world: 

The Dadaists felt that the means that had been adequate 
for describing a medieval battle, for ex ample , could no 
longer be used for a delineatlon of the frightful 
experience of organized, mechanized, mass-murder. The 
search for a form commensurate wlth experlence must not 
be bracketed with a formalism WhlCh regards as declsive 
the means in themselves, not the new reality that must 
find expresslon. 27 

Chance and the absurd were the weapons with whlCh Dada sought to 

destroy the perniclous loglc of the era. The Dada artists experimented with 

methods such as automatlc wrlting and painting, Iater claimed by Surrealism, 

WhlCh were based on Freud's research in free association. They 

"dlslntegrated the word ln the ''sound l'oem''; in typography, traditional 

forms and composltons were ignored; ln music 'bruitisme' (noIse music) 

appeared" • 28 Dada iconoclasm therefore prepared the way for later 
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Surreallst Innovation, for it dlscarded a11 artlstlc conventIons ln its 

antl-ldeological program. In 1918, Rlchard Huelsenbeck wrote of the 

foundlng of the Club Dada as an expreSSIon of chaos ltself: 
.. 

EINE ERKLARUNG OlS CLUB DADA 

Dada ist das Chaos, aus dem slch tausend Ordnunqen 
erheben, die sich wleder zum Chaos Dada verschlingen. 
Dada lSt der Verlauf und der Inhalt des gesamten 
Weltgeschehens glelchzeltlg. 
Der Club Dada l~dt dle ereten Vertreter des besten 
deutschen Gelstes zum Strelt über dle dadaIstlschen 
Grundsatze ••• 29 

The absurd antics of the Dadalsts were the reverse of an 

eXIstentlal despalr. The movement espoused a return to the orlqlns of 

consclousness through the progressive ellmInatIon of mental and cultural 

debrisj by demolishlng aethetlc canons of art, bypasslng the preoccupatIons 

of technique, and avoldlng any attachments to phIlosophIes or IdeologIes, 

the Dadaists hoped ta reveal the tabula rasa of the hum an ffilnd. In 1920, 

RIchard Huelsenbeck publlshed the followlng statement of the Dada motives: 

••• Dada ist der tanzerische Gelst über den Moralen der 
Erde. Dada ist die grëss~Parallelerschelnung zu den 
relativistischen Philsophien dleser lelt, Dada ist keln 
Axiom, Dad~ist ein Gelsteszustand, der unabhanglg ton 
Schulen und Theorien lst, der die Personllchkeit selbst 
angeht, ohne sie zu vergewaltlgen. MBn kann Dada nicht 
auf Grundsatze fest le9,en. Die Frage "was ist Dada?" lst 
undadaistisch und schÜlerhaft ln demselben SInn Wle es 
dlese Frage vor elnem Kunstwerk oder elnem Phaenomen des 
Lebens ware ••• 
Dada ist unmittelbar und seltstverstandllch. Dada ISt 
man, wenn man lebt. Dada Ist der Indlfferenzpunkt 
zWIschen Inhalt und Form, welb und Mann, Materle und 
Gelst indem es die Spitze des maglschen Drelf~s lst das 
sich ûber der linearen Polarltét der menschllchen Ding(~ 
und Begrlffe erhebt. 30 
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Dada called polltlCS, Ideology, art, relIgion, and ultlmately the nature of 

European culture Itself, Into question. It favored Instead, a dIrect, If 

even !narticulate, response ta hurnan experlence: "Dada ist man, werm man 

lebt". The Immedlacy of the artlst's ~esponse was revealed ln the new forms 

and materlals WhlCh were spontaneously created by the Dadalsts, often with 

the prlnclple of chance as the prImary operatlve factor in the 

decIslon-maklng process. But while obviously InventJve, it conclusively 

differentlated Itself from other forms of modern art. WIlly Verkauf wrltes: 

"Dadalsm was opposed to cublsm, futurlsm, and expressionlsm; lt refused 

them above aIl as 'formallsm', as a degeneration of antl-naturallsm, though 

lt used theu formaI elements for the expression of !ts own message ."31 

1. SchwItters, Duchamp, and the Dada ObJect 

The Dadalst attempted to expose the poverty of Western 

phllosophical thought and ta develop, in the face of the chaos engendered by 

World War l, a more empathetIc humanlsm. The obviously inverted romantlcism 

of Dada thought is apparent in their entirely modern dramatizatlon of the 

abject and the machine. For example, in 1920 the Dada artist Kurt 

Schwitters began his experimentations with Merz (raughly, refuse or 

dlscards) referring to the materlal with which he would create a paetic art 

that interfused the materials of everyday life wIth those of art. 32 His 

sound poem, Die Ursonate reveals a tYPlcal Dadaist preoccupation with the 

nature of prImaI sound, yet another aspect of the search for primaI 

consciousness. In hlS Merzbau, (Hanover, 1920-27)33 Schwitters 

reconstructed the entlre interlor of a two story house with dlscarded 

obJects and refuse and thus demonstrated a new appreclatlon of humble or 
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leJected materlals. ThIS developed Into the later Surrealist predilectlon 

for the "found obJect". HIS personal phllosophy of "1erz expresses t 1)(' 

Dadalst deslre for the reunlflcatlon of art and Ilfe. Schwltter's approa~h 

declslvely challenged the Ilffilted conventIons of beautv and the restrIctIon 

of "artlstlc" materlals. In 1918, he wrote: 

AlI values eXlst only by vlrtue of thelf relatIon ta one 
another .•. all lImItatIons Imposed upon a materlal are 
petty. Out of thlS recognItIon l created Merz, at flrst 
as the sum of single branches of art, ~1erz-palntlng, 

Merz-poetry ... my fInal ambJtlOn lS the umflcatlOr: of art 
and non-art to result ln a unlversal Merz phllosophy of 
11fe. 34 

The Merz constructIons of Schwltter's were closely ailled ln 

spirit ta Marcel Duchamp's readymades. The readymades, WhlCh he began ln 

New York ln 1914, were mass-produced ordlnary abjects WhlCh he elevated and 

displayed as non-utliitarian art abjects. They exempllfled Duchamp's 

antl-art positon, favorlng Instead a return to the substance of everyrlay 

life ln an IconoclastIe aesthetlc of the banal. Duchamp proposed a klnrl of 

BuddhlSt non-dlscrlmlnatlon 35 ta radlcally transform modern awareness, 

declaung that "the worst danger lS that one mlght arr! ve at a farm of 

taste."36 Ta avold both good and bad taste, he advocated the "Irony of 

affIrmatIon" and put forward wlth black humour, "absurd proposlt IOns 

Intended to dlsturb rather than provoke laughter." 37 In revlslOmng tht;; 

ordlnary, Duchamp created a dlsturblng feelIng of the extraordlnary. He 

thereby attempted to create "a new thought fo: the abJect", 38 dlstanclng Ü 

from mundane concerns in a poetic dramatizatlon of the machIne and mndern 

productIon. Simllarly, his word games and riddles Intentlonally confront 
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anrl (hsrupt the l1near orgamzatlOn of thought: "Take a cubic centlmetre of 

tnbacco smoke and paInt Its Interlor and exterlor surfaces wIth waterproof 

pfHnt. 39 

2. Dada/Surreall~m 

Duchamp's rIddle-poems and canundrum abjects form an Important 

l1nk between Dada and Surreal1sm. v/hereas the Dadalsts used nddles and the 

absurd to provoke, the Surreallsts began ta use them ta provoke laughter 

that feelIng of recognItIon that we calI the Surreal. Bath movements were 

qrouilded l.n the nature of the nddle, WhlCh, beIng both playful and senous, 

qbsurd and profound, seems Intentlonally obscure because it offers no 

Ilteral answers. But It offers ~omething else: a recognltion -- the 

pecullar mental frIsson that so dellghted the Dadalsts or the eerIe, oneiric 

presence that fascInated the Surrealists. These elements, WhlCh are part of 

the phenomenon of the rIddle, have no better descrlption than that glven by 

Johan Huizlnga ln Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element ln Culture: 

A rlddle lS a sacred thIng full of secret power, hence a 
dangerous thing. In ItS mythologlcal or rltual context 
it is nearly always what German phllologists know as the 
Halsratsel or "capltal nddle", WhlCh you elther solve or 
forget your head. The player's llfe lS at stake. A 
corollary of this 18 that It lS accounted the hlghest 
w1sdom to put a r1ddle nobody can answer. 40 

From thlS perspectlve one must Vlew Duchamp's raIe for many years as 

hlgh-prIest of the avant-garde. His Large Glass reflects darkly his 

obsesSIon wlth the mechanlzatlon of Ilfe, combin1ng serious reflectIon with 

absurdlst play. For many years it has been a cult object alllong younger 



1 

185. 

members of the avant-garde. His refusaI ta succumb ta either fInance or 

Fame earned him a shamanic persona. It is, in fact, hlS consistent 

employment of the riddle as the phllosophical clue to his art, ln the 

non-functional readymades, or in his provocatlve statements, or ln hlS life 

itself that dlstlnguishes hlS actlvlty From sheer absurdlty and grants It an 

emotional and phllosophlcal depth. HIS paradoXlcal statements are Indeed 

Intended to provoke that sudden laughter of recognitIon WhlCh DCC urs ln 

moments of Illumlnation; these moments -- epiphanie8 01 extended bille and 

space -- were lsolated and called the marvelous by André Breton and the 

Surreallsts. 

Dada's lconoclasm ultimately annlhllated the movement Itself. 

It was doomed to self-destruct, for after It had disrupted the aesthetlc 

conventlons of academlc art, shocked the bourgeouisle, and trlumphed ln the 

absurd, the commltted Dadalst had "only two honest altf'rnatlves open ta him: 

suicide or sllence. ,,41 Dada itself had been co-opted by a J8ded publ1c 

hungry for new sensations and amusements WhlCh the movem8nt had Initially 

provlded. At flrst the Dada happenlngs actually shocked the publIC (as they 

were intended to do), but after a wh~ le their nonchalant absurdit les 

acquued the unmlstakable aura of a fa:::hionable "radical chic", Ironically, 

the movement whose mandHte was to "épater le bourgeouisie l1 itsel f became but 

a diversIon for a bored public. 

3. After Dada, Surreallsm 

ThlS development did not occur unnoticed. In 1919, TrIstan Tzara, 

the seminal leader of the Dada movement arrived in Paris, l1awaited like a 
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messlah tl
•
42 Slnce its InceptlOn in 1916, Dada had become an international 

movement. A large group of Parlsian devotees eagerly awaited his ViSlt. 

ParIS saw an ever-splrailing serIes of Dada performances, rife with 

Dadaesque non-sequlturs, that ultimately began to tire the populace; but 

10nq before that the y began to peeve the serlOUS young André Breton. The 

break wlth Dada became official ln 1922, when Breton, a partIcipant in the 

French Dada movement, called a conference on the dlrection of the modern 

splrit, tltled "Congrés International pour le OeLermination des DHectives 

et la Defense de l'Esprlt Moderne.~'43 The very Idea of the conference 

seemed to contradict the motlves of Dada, and as Trlstan Tzara stated in 

protest: "Dada lS not modern. Dada repudiated modern art as weIl as 

traditlonal art, and art itself~j\44 Consequently, dissension broke out 

between the Dadaists, lead by Tristan Tzara, and the proto-Surrealists, lead 

by André Breton and his followers. The semlnal Surrealist group was formed 

by the ideologlcal encounter of these two personaltities, who deflned the 

character of these movements through their own vision. Tzara's Dadalsm has 

al ways smacked of a rough-and-ready eclectlcism, with a sardonic reply to 

every cultural event, whlle Breton's deflnltion of Surrealism h3S always 

been characterized by a high moral seriousness, nearly Byzantine in its 

phllosophical complexity. 

André Breton, Louis Aragon and Philip Soupault had founded the 

avant-garde magazine Littérature in 1919, in Paris. Dedicated to 

Appollinaire, lt published Dadalst and avant-garde literature, along the 

order of Dada perlodicals imported from Germany. A supporter of the Dada 

m0vement, Littérature rebelled when they observed that Dada had been usurped 

by fashIon. They felt It had sacrlfied its integrity for the entertalnment 

of the bourgeoisle. 
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A series of contentlOus encounters between Tzara and Breton, whieh 

eontinued throughout thair acquaintanee since 1919, culminated ln lhe 

ideological stand-off surrounding the 1922 "Congrés InternatIonal pour la 

DetermInation des Directives et la Defense de l'EsprIt Moderne." 

Consequently, Litt'rature under the guidance of Breton took a new 

ideolo~ical stance and espoused a philosophy of poetle inspiratIon and hope: 

SlJrrealism. 

De~plte its negation of Dadalsm, Surrealism found its basls ln the 

ieono~lasm of the Dadaists. Surrealism as enVlsioned by Breton was ta be a 

totally new Rctivity -- the play of man's mind withln the territory of the 

unconsciuus. Dada's negation of aIl accepted systems of thought provlded 

the platform frn~ which Surreallst fantasles could sprlng. As poets, they 

pursued the mytho-poeie dimension of life, findlng the marvelous immanent in 

the very pro cess of life itself. Henee, Surrealism saw itself as "a 

negatlon of negatlon; a new affirmation,,45 a radIcal aet of the mind that 

afforded regeneration ta the European soul after the prolonged crisls of 

World War 1. Michel Carrouges, a peripheral Surreallst who has always 

pursued rellgious meaning, observes: 

Surrealism is above aIl a movement of revoIt. 
Every truly strong doctrine is based upon a vital 
experiment, an experiment which had known and won out 
over despalr. No one can reach the foundations of life 
who has not felt the old forms break apart. 46 

Surreal1sm attempts to reaeh the foundatlons of li fe and ta orient 

the world From the uniquely creative resource WhlCh It mines: the 

unconscious mind. It used methods that had been employed for centurIes: 
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the occult, seances, and meditatIon, newly imported from the Easl by the 

seeress r~adame Helena BlavatskYi it also used new resources such as 

dream-readIng, mesmerism, and trances. Above aIl, It advocated an entirely 

new method of Inslght revealed by thelr sClentiflc hero, Sigmund Freud. 47 

ThIS was psychoanalysis. It was the route through WhlCh one could bypass 

the domineering, egotisticai demands of Reason (Freud would have called it 

the superego) and enter the delightful domaln of the imagination and the 

ùream. It offered solace to mankind in the form of the dream -- rather, of 

many dreams, each equally important, each offerJng a multIpllcity of the 

Surreal. As Johqn Huizinga has remarked: 

In princlple there lS only one answer to every 
question •••• It can be found if you know the rules of the 
game •••• On the other hand, a thing may be figuratively 
represented in so many ways as ta allow of concealment in 
the most dIverse rIddles. Often the solution depends 
wholly on the knowledge of the secret or saered names of 
things. 48 

These muliple faeets or revelations of the Surreal were also the 

slgns of a shift in eonSClousness From the world of conscious, rational 

arder, to an unconscious multiplicity of meaning. Thus, the concept of 

Freudlan unconscious and the Surrealist unconscious became interfused in the 

movement's self-definitlon. 

Ever sinee the publIc has taken this self-definition of Surrealism 

as a formaI truth. But it is immediately apparent From the proclamatory 

tone of most historIes of Surrealism, most often written by Surrealists, 

that the tenor of Surreallsm was a declded~ non-scientific one. Instead, it 

depended on poetry -- that lS, the metaphors of a direcl response to 

experlence -- to deflne its goal. 
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t~aurice Naudeau observes that Sl{rreal,SfVl 

was envisaged by its founders not as a new 
artistlc school but as a means of knowledge, a 
discovery of continents which had not been 
systematlcally eXplored: the unconsclous, the 
marvelous, the dream, madness, hallucinatory states-
••• the other side of the loqical decor. 49 

Freudian dream theory was but one facet in the nexus of influences wluch 

were collected by the Surreallsts ;~ their exploration of the Imaglnal, 

the non-logical, and the Surreal. 

C. SIGMUND FREUD, "MAGUS OF SURREALISM" 

It is generally accepted that Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) lS the major 

ideological influence on Surrealist thought, and more speclfically that 

his concept of the unconscious was the single motivatlng factor ln 

Surrealist a~tlvlty. Although It must be acknowledged that Freud exerted 

a strong influence on Surrealist thought, his influence was neither as 

ext~nsive nor as singular as has previously been belleved. In thls 

section we wlll clarify the nature of this influence, and demonstrate that 

an equally strong impulse was contrlbuted by the painter Glorgio de 

ChIrico WhlCh rivaIs even that of Freud. De Chlrlco's poetlc theory of 

the imaglnation contributed a radical new mystlclsm ta the Surreallst 

vision but hlS substantial contributlon ta theoretical Surreallsm has been 

obscured by time, neglect, and the politics of the art world. 50 

In pursuing further the common presupposition that Freud supplled 

the major intellectual influence on Surrealism, one flnds that It lS based 

primarily on a small though prominent passage in the first Manlfesto 

of Surrealism of 1924. ln ic, Breton puts Forth his plvotal definitlon of 

Surreal1sm as "pure psychic automatism": 
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SURREALISM, n. pSyChlC automatlsm in Its pure 
state by which one proposes to express - verbally, by 
means of the written word, or ln any other manner -
the actual functionlng of thought. Dlctated by 
thought, in the absence of any control exerclsed by 
reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concerne 

ENCYCLOPEDIA. Philosophy. SurreallsOi 15 based on 
the belief ln the superlor reallty of certaln forms 
of prevlously neglected associations, in the 
omnipotence of dream, ln the dlslnterested play of 
thought. It tends ta ruin once and for aIl, aIl 
other psychjc mechanisms and ta substltute itself for 
them ln solvlng aIl the principal problems of 
llfe. 51 

It is thlS passage that i8 mast frequently clted with reference to the 

Freudian bas18 for Surrealism, because Freud was one of the first scholars 

to experiment wlth automatlc wrlting technIques -- although only in the 

medical context of psychoanalysis. ThlS pdssage has Slnce acquired a kind 

uf li fe of its own, for any mention of "psychic automatism" immedlately 

calls forth the name of Freud, who used the ward "automatism" ta deflne 

hiS psychoanalytic method of free association as the looseni 19 of 

consClous control over the "automatlc" expression of the unconscious. 

Immediately before giving his proclamatory deflnition of Surrealism, 

and thereby asserting his terrltorial rlghts over tre use of the term,52 

Breton refers to his initial encounters with Freudian theory. He 

describes his experiments with automatic monologue as the introduction to 

his understanding of the Surreal: 

Completely preoccupied as 1 still was wlth Freud at 
that time, and familiar as 1 was with his methods of 
examinatlon WhlCh 1 had had some slight occaSlon ta 
use on some patients during the war, 1 resolved to 
obtaln from myself what we were trying ta obtain 
from them, namely, a monol~ogue on the part of the 
crltlcal faculties, a monologue consequently 
unencumbered by the slightest inhibition and which 
was, as closely as possible, akin to spoken 
thought. 53 
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Hence, Breton derives his concept of "psychic automatlsm" From Freud, but 

it was not ln essence Freudian. Breton, lt must be remembered, WRS an 

eclectlc thlnker who drew From many dlverse sources. Hls experlence as a 

medical orderly during the war 19n1ted hlS lnterest ln the hum an 

unconsclous.54 However, he was equally prone to experlments wlth the 

occult, ln the form of seances, trances, and mind-readlng, as can be 

induced From hlS rather free-form lnterpretations of Freudlan 

"automat ism". Indeed, it is also common knowledge that the Surreal1sts 

used the new science of Freudlan theory, as weIl as EinsteIn's researches 

in theoretical physics, ta lend to their own movement a gloss of the 

scientific WhlCh coJored It with a certaln serious glamour. Thls also 

served to justify thelr explorations ln the eyes of skeptics, who would be 

more likely to believe a scientific theory. In fact, the headquarters of 

the movement, the "8ureau des Recherches Surréallste", and its platforrn 

"Le Ré'volution Surréallste", arE:. characterized by an lntense 

identification with the scientific method, the former by the very 

ponderousness of its name, and the latter by lts stark black and whIte 

presentatlon and scientific format. ThIS type of presentatlon and 

self-definition seems vaguely famlilar, and Indeed on further analysis it 

is highly remimscent of Madame Blavatsky' s "seientlfic" exploratlons of 

human consciousness or the mystificatIon surroundinq Mesmeric hypnosis as 

"animal magnetism", or even the "orgone" theories of Wilhelm Relch. 55 It 

is, in fact, a kind of scientism rather than the rigour of the sClentlflc 

method which is equa. ly characterlzed by the concurrent development of the 

Prague School of semJ otics, which also drew from mystlcal ideas of "siqn" 

and gestureS6 the whole domain surrounded by the unmistakable mlasma 

J 
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of occultism. And it 18 within this context of the Occult Revival that 

the work of Freud must also be placed. 

1. Freud and the Occult 

We have already seen that Freud shared certain interests with 

pracbloners of the occult, who, like him, sought the invisible reality 

behind the vislble one. 57 Freud's Interest ln the uncanny, dreams s and 

telepathy may be traced throughout his career, and becomes a preoccupation 

From the tlme of the publlcation of The Psychoanalysls of Dreams (Dle 

Traumli!Ltung) in 1900 until the nlld-nineteen-twenties, at which pOlnt he 

was adamantly trylng to dlssociate himself from Jung and other occultists, 

whlle slmultaneously attempting to legitjmize his fledgllnq new 

science. 58 Today, with the excessive popularlzation of Freudlan 

psychology, the very invocation of his name provokes the image of the 

voo-doo-like psychlatrlst-priest, findlng solutions ta complex rlddles 

within the unconSClOUS hum an mlnd. Part of the popularizatlon of Freud 

lS, in fact, due ta the efforts of the Surrealists, who bandied hlS name 

throughout Europe and later, in America, in arder ta establish sources and 

Justify Surreallst activlty: hence the fascination with psychology ln 

intellectual and artistic cIrcles described in contemporaneous novels such 

as Aldous Huxley's Point-Counterpoint of 1920. 59 But behind the popular 

imaqe of Freud, another still rlg~rous and scientific profIle emerges 

WhlCh must be seen within Its historlcal context, undistorted by the 

specialization of contemporary social science. 

The context of mind research wIthin which Freud worked had been 

dominated for centurIes by the occult, by the parapsychologieal researches 
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and spiritual marginality of the seers, psychics, and mystics who 

populated the bohemian mllieu at the frlnges of academe. They often 

adopted new sClentiflc research when the results buttressed thell own 

cancerns for the InvIsible 11fe of man; hence Mesmerlsm's margIna] 

posItIon between occultism and modern sCIence at the end of the nlileteenth 

century.60 The splilover of sClentlstlc Ideas Into the bohemlan mIlIeu of 

late nlneteenth cent ury Vlenna IS further compounded by the fact that 

Freud was the first to establlsh psychology as a SClence. Indeed, It had 

existed before hlm ln that domaln of parapsychologlcal research called 

wissenschaftliche OkKultisten61 : the domaln of hIdden, secret knowledqe. 

Psychic research was populated by figures such as Mesmer, Madame Helena 

Blavatsky, Papus, and Rasputin, each of whom professed to hold open the 

doors of perception. lhe occultists were eager ta absorb Freud's 

empirical research into the human unconSCIOUS when It served thelr 

purpose, while Freud, in turn, condemned a;cultlsm as "that black tlde of 

mud,,62 in his abhorrence of a Clvllization based on superstItion and the 

Irrationai. H1S Iater revuision towards the occult (c. 1910) may stem 

from his troubJJd relationship with Jung, who looked at occultlsm more 

favorably and contlnued ta study it throughout hlS life. But as we shall 

see, Freud was inescapably lnvolved wIth occult issues, if only due to 

hlstorical circumstance and the esoteric nature of his interests. 

le lS comman knowledge that Freud drew From the teachlngs of Franz 

Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) ta develap the medical applicatIons for 

hypnosis. 63 The pioneerlng work of Mesmer Into the trance state had been 

explored previausly by Freud's mentor, Jean-Martln Charcot (1825-1893) ln 

the application of hypnotic trances ta treat various neurophyslologlcal 

disorders. Charcot laboured under the mistaken belief that a subJect 
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easily hypnot~zed was for aIl ~ntents and purposes physically ill. 64 When 

the young Freud went to study with Charcot in 1885, the eIder doctor's 

theories had already been disproved, namely by Hippolyte Bernheim 

(1840-1919), who in 1884 questloned the notion that hypnosis was related 

to Illness, and demonstrated Instead ItS relation to human 

suggestlbllIty. Therefore, in allying himself with Charcot and the 

sCl~ntlflc uses of hypnos~s, Freud had already placed himself in a 

precarious pOSItIon which was likely to be challenged by the medical 

establIshment, as indeed it was only a year later ln 1886, when Freud 

presented a paper, "On Male Hystena", to the Vienna t~edlcal Society. By 

pursulng the study of hypnosis even after the barrage of criticism that 

ensued, Freud perhaps unwittingly located himself at the fringe of 

academlc respectabllity, for hypnotism also was exceedingly attractive to 

the varlOUS oc cult thinkers, theosophlsts, and faith-healers who used it 

to establlsh Mesmer's theori~s of anlmal magnetlsm and spirlt-healing. 

The situatIon was even further confused by the Imme~se popularity of 

Mesmerism ln Amerlca where it had travelled under the gUIse of 

Spiritualism since 1850. It lS illuminating to note that the 

Splrituallst, Dr. John Bovee Dods presented nI ne lectures on his 

"Electncal Psychology" to the American Senate,65 illustrating the 

enormous appeal of occult hypnosis to the general populace at the time. 

Whlle Freud eventually wlthdrew from the use of hypnosis because of its 

embarrasslng side effect of provoking desirous advances on the part of his 

patlents,66 hlS interest remained in the invisible and unknown dimension 

of human experlence that he named the uncon8~ious~ 

Another area ln which the usual characterizatlon of Freud's 

scientlfic logic and Ilnearity can be questioned is his definition of the 
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sou!. In a controverslal article titled "Freud and the Soul", published 

ln 1982, Bruno Bettelhelm argues that Freud's use of the word soul 

(Seele) has been lncorrectly translated and reduced to mind by Freud's 

Engllsh translators. 67 He pOlnts out that su ch cllnlcal Latln terms as 

ego, super-ego, and Id have been substltuted for Freud's use of the 

famlliar German ich, es, and uber-lch, thus distortlng and dehumanlzing 

the rlchness of the essentially humanlstlc nature of Freud's enterprlse. 

He argues that Freud has been made to seem an unfeellnq and coldly logi~al 

thinker, whereas in fa ct the opposite lS true: 

In hlS work and ln hlS writings, Freud often spoke of 
the soul - of Its nature and structure, Its 
development, its attrlbutes, how lt reveals Itself ln 
aIl we do and dream. Unfortunately, nobody who reads 
him ln Engllsh could guess thlS, because nearly aIl 
hlS many references ta the soul, and ta matters 
pertainlng to the soul, have been exclsed in 
translation. 68 

Bettelheim supports hlS argument wlth many examples of Freud's poetic 

vernacular German belng squeezed Into tight sClentlfic boxes. In 

partlcular, he cites the dogmatlc suppression of the term soul from 

Freud's English translations: 

Of aIl the mistranslations, not one has hampered our 
understandlng of Freud's humanistlc views more than 
the ellmlnatlon of hlS references to the soul (dle 
Seele). Freud evokes the image of the soul qUlte 
frequently - especlally ln crucIal passages where he 
lS attemptlng to provlde a broad view of his 

t 69 sys em ••• 

The humanistic nature of Freud's inquiries lS supported by the followlng 

excerpt from Freud's "Psychlcal Treatment" (Treatment of Souls) of 1905: 

"Psyche" is a Greek word and its German translatl.On 
is 'soult. PSYChlCal treatment hence means 
'treatme~t of the soul' •••• Psychlcal treatment wishes 
ta slgnify much more; namely, treatment orlginatlng 
in the soul, treatment - of psychic or bodlly 
dlsorders - by measures which influence above aIl and 
immediately the soul of man. 
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(Psyche lst eln griechlsches Wort und lautet ln 
deutscher Ubersetzung Seele. Psychlsche Behandlung 
heisst demnach Seelenbehandlung .... Psychische 
Behandlung will vlelmehr besagen: Behandlunq von der 
Seele 8US, Behandlung - seelischer oder Korperlicher 
St~rungen - mIt Mltteln, welche zunachst und 
unmlttelbar auf das Seellsche des Menschen 
elnwlrken) .70 

2. Freud and the Scholars 

The receptlon to Bettelheim's thesis has been eontroversial, to say 

the least. Many seholars ciaim that the English translatIons of Freud are 

necessanly more se"Lentlflc because English is a more spec1f1c, sClentific 

language. 71 Sorne feel that the English translation lS even an 

intellectual 1mprovement on Freud 's conceptually muddy German. But the 

main except10n to a new, more humanistlc portraIt of Freud derives from 

the faet that Freud picked his Engl1sh translators himself, the most 

Important of whom lS James Strachey, brother of the Engl1sh author Lytton 

Strachey and translator of the definlt1ve collected works of Freud. 

Bettelheim acknowledges that Freud was awarp- of the t~chnical nature of 

hlS Engllsh tr3nslatlons but suggests that perhaps he felt thlS more 

POSlt1VlstlC approach was more appealing to a materiallstic American 

society: 

Most of Freud's wr1tings were publlshed in Engl1sh 
dur1ng h1S llfetimp and aIl exist1ng translatlons of 
his work into English were authorized either by Freud 
himself or by h1S estate. Since Freud read and wrote 
English fluently, It lS ha rd to understand how he 
could have permitted translations that, ln the words 
of Ernest Jones, hlS associate and biographer, were 
'not only seriously Inaccurate', but 'unworthy of 
Freud's style and gave a mlsleading 1mpression of his 
personallty.' Perhaps hlS low esteem for the 
material1sm of American society had something to do 
with his 1ndlfferenc& ln this matter. Jones reports 
that when he remarked to Freud that 1t was 'a pit y' 



197. 

that his work was not belng presented to the Engllsh 
speaking world in 'a more worthy form,' Freud 
replied, 'l'd rather have a good frlend than a good 
translator. ,72 

It is curlOUS to note that the main OpposItIon ta Bettelhelm's revlslonlng 

of Freud has come From none other than the AmerIcan Psychoanalytlc 

AssocIation, the very organlzatlon that would have a vested interest ln 

malntaInwg a pOSltlvIStlC approach to psychoanalysls -- "posltlvlsm hewq 

the most important Engllsh phIlosophlcal tradltlo,")". 73 

The Issue of Freud and the scholars cannat stop here, for the sImple 

reason that Freud, like that other great fIgure of modernism, Pwasso, Ims 

been seen Isolated and out of context from hlS hlstoncai backgrol'Ild for 

tao long. As ir. recent reassessments of PIcasso (such as John 8erqer's 

insightful The Success and Fallure of Picasso74 ) Bruno BettelheIm has 

attempted a new perspective on Freud, sensItIve ta hlS language, hlS 

cultural background, and his concerns. He too has been caught by the 

protean quallty of the man himself, and perhaps is Qver-zealous ln 

"humaniung" Freud, for he has neqlected ta look for more ordwary human 

motivatIons such as ambItion and self-preservation, WhlCh Freud, from aIl 

accounts, certainly had in plenty. 

A salient quality of Freud's life lS hlS Intense need to legltimize 

hlS new science of psychoanalysis as science, over and aqalnst the occult 

affIliatIons of psychic research. His overrldlng concern to dlfferentlate 

himself from the occUltlsts stems From the time of hlS break wlth Jung, 

who had al ways professed an interest in the ocC'ult. In fact 1 FrPlJd' suse 

of the term "soul" lS very much in 11ne wlth the occu1t Theosophlcal use 

of the term ta signify the total summation of the hum an personallty. ThIS 

is confirmed by Freud's early and continuing assocIation wIth certaIn 

Viennese occultists, such as FrIedrich Eckstein, "the devoted Wagnerian 
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and follower of Madame Blavatsky /"'15 and author of an occult work titled 

Cosmogony (1916); and with Dr. Wllhelm Fliess (1858-1928) the orlglnator 

of sClentlstlc theorles of "periodlcity" and several astrological and 

nurnerlcal works on predlCtlOn such as The Course of Life (1906) and.Qi 

Llfe and Death (1909), the latter pubilshed under the theosophlcal and 

Volkisch pubilsher Eugen Oiedricks of Jena. 76 Freud stIll maintained an 

Interest ln occult thought afLer the break wlth Jung demonstrated by hlS 

membership ln the London-based "Society for Psychical Research" From 1911 

on, and by hlS several publicatIons concerned with the occult includlng 

"The Occult SlgnIflCance of Oreams" of 1925, and "Dreams and Telepathy" of 

1922. 77 

In short, desplte hlS early affillations with occult and sClentistic 

thinkers, through wilich he recognized theu common goals, Freud preferred 

Instead to leqltlmlze psychoanalysls ln the medlcal establishment as 

science. A more clinical English translation such as those cited by 

BettelheIm, would serve only to further enhance the scientific 

respectablilty of his work and encourage its wlde-spread acceptance. 

Freud hlmself was not unaware of thlS: in fact, he is responsible for 

It--he encouraged lt ln his ambition to firmly establish the new 

science of psychoanalysis. 

3. Freud and the Surrealists 

We have seen how Freud's interest in the hidden and secret areas of 

the psyche was tradltionally shared by certain practitioners of the 

occult, especlally WIlhelm FlIess, Friedrich Eckstein, and by implication, 

C. G. Jung, although they pursued these interests with entlrely different 

methods. In contrast to occult superstItIon, Freud employed a type of 
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sClentific emplricjsm in his reasonlngs about t~D irratlonal, developinq 

the method of pSyChlC automatism ta reveal subconscious thoughts through 

free aSsoclatlan. In turn, Breton and the Surreallsts had early 

recognlzed that the study of madness, dream, and automatlc thought could 

reveal an undiscovered terrltory of the mlnd that held promlse for the 

future in the meaning it concealed--and they made use of both occult and 

sClentlflc or emplrlcal methods. Freud's technlques of free assoclatlon 

and automatic wrlting provided fodder for the Surreal~sts ln thelr polemic 

agawst the convent ional mentalit y. "Pure psychic automatlsm" as den ved 

from Freud was a method that would allow the Surreallst artlst or wrlter 

to become a recordlng dev ice for tfle subconsclOus: thoughts were allowed 

to travel untrammeled from the subconsclous mind through the hands, and 

thence through the brush or pencil. 

ThlS technique, however, was but one element ln the comblnatian of 

occult and scientlflc motIfs that were used to construct the edlflce of 

Surreallsm. The phenomena of the dream, upon WhlCh Freud had cast a 

scientlfic intell1gence, pC"lnted towards "the p-:-esence of a new reality 

WhlCh seeks to make its way into the reality frozen by our 

conventions": 78 a Surreality. The Surreallsts were Just as willlng to 

pursue this new reality through traditional supernaturallsm as through 

Freudian automatlsm, and hence they resarted t~ unusual comblnatlons of 

means to stimulate the creative imagination: ':rances, chantIng, seances, 

and a new spontaneous element of surprIse ln order to achleve a gllmpse of 

the Surreal. 

Ironlcally, the Surreallst Vlew of Freud 18 succlnctly and 

humourously summarized by the Surrealist playing card, Freud, Magus of 

Dream, created hy Oscar Daminguez at a meetlng of the central Surreallst 



Figure 34. Oscar Domlnguez. Surrealist Playing Card: Freud, Magus of 
Dream. 1940. (right) 

Ironlcally, the Surreallst view of Freud is succinctly and humourously 
summarlzed by the Surrealist playing card, Freud, Magus of Dream, created 
by Oscar Domlnguez at a meetIng of the central Surrealist group in 
Marseliles, 1940, where they Invented a new set of playing cards. The 
suit of spades was replaced with that of dream, which was headed by 
Freud, the Maqus of Dream. The Freud card perhaps irreverently 
illustrates the great master with a head of wood gra~n, his personage 
overqrown with punning images of the female body WhlCh provocatively make 
up hlS tIe, mustache, and t~rso. The whole image is framed by suggestlve 
allusions to The Psychoanalysis of Dreams, with the symbols of a 
revolver, a key, a scissors, and a ladder flanking the figure. 

Flqure 35. Giorglo de Chirico. Self Portrait: And What Shall 1 Worship 
Save the Enigma? 1911. (left) 

Just as Freud provided the scientific basis for Surrealist thought, sa 
tao the artist GIorgio de Chirlco (1888-1978) simultaneously provided in 
both hlS art and his writ~ngs the theoretical subtext for Surreallsm. 
His early self-portrait of 1911 prefigures the movement's transcendent 
aIm: he inscribed it with the motto, "And what shall 1 worship save the 
Enigma?" 
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group in Marse~lles, 1940, where they invented a new set of playing 

cards. 79 The cards illustrated the four cardinal points of Surrealist 

thought by replac~ng the four convent~onal su~ts w~th those of Love, 

Dream, Revolution, and Knowledge, and deplcted some of the ~ntellectual 

harDes of the movement such as Frpud, Hegel, and Baudelalre. The suit of 

spades was replaced by that of dream, which was headed by Freud, the Magus 

of Dream. The Freud card (Flgure 34) perhaps irreverently ~llustrates the 

great master wlth a head of wood graIn, hlS personage overgrown with 

punnlng lm ages of the fumale body which provocat~vely make up his t~e, 

mustache, and torso. The whole image is framed by suggestlve allusions to 

The Psychoanalysis of Dreams, with a revolver, a key, a SClssors, a 

ladder, a rose and a wine glass fianking the figure. 

What kind of altitude must we take ln order to understand this 

ldeal~stic yet irreverent express~on of Surreal~sm? The committed 

~conoclasm of the Surrealists demands an attitude of ironic detachment, a 

w~ll~ngness to be amused by thelr absurd antics yet to recognize the 

under ly ing ~deahsm which impels the movement. The four major 

preoccupat~ons of the group, seen in the card deck as Love, Dream, 

RevolutIon, and Knowledge, express the interpenetration of occult and 

sClentiflc motifs -- revolutionary utopianism and supernatural 

spirltuallsm -- that characterize the history of Surrealisme These 

tenslons are reflected in the Surrealist approach to Freudlan thought. 

While originally the focus of the movement 1ay ln the use of experime'ltal 

methods to lnvoke creati vit y, a rl ft began to appear between the logic of 

the sClentlfic method and the sudden inspirational aspect of creative 

activity. The literary men who dominated the early formulation of 

Surrealism, Breton, LOU1S Aragon and Paul Eluard, at first advocated these 
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more scientific methods, which in turn were radically modified by 

Surrealist artists who found that too strict an adherence to Surrealist 

doctrine as defined by Breton was detrimentai to the Surreal effect of 

their art. In contrast to the scientific character that Freudlan theory 

contributed to Surrealism, an equally power fuI and influential theory of 

the ImaginatIon was deriverl From the poetlc musings of the artist GiorgIo 

de Chinco. 

The resolution of Freudian sClentific empiricism and de Chlrlco's 

poetlc theory of the imag~nation ultimately proved confusing to the 

movement. According to MaurIce Nadeau: 

Surrealism mistrusted the habituaI procedures of 
scientific method, in this case the loglcal 
apparatus, and resorted to the means habitually 
used by poets: IntuitIon, inspiration, chlefly 
concretized in images. BO 

The Surrealist conception of the creatIve ImagInation by necessi~y 

exceeded the rigid deIimitatlons of sClentiflc experiment. The 

imaginatlon itself was elevated as the key to dream and to Surreallty. A 

new phllosophy of "poetic empincism" was suggested through the wntlngs 

of Giorgio de Chirico. In Surrealism and Painting, Breton wrote of the 

painter Jean Miro: 

Empiriclsm can achieve almost miraculous results 
in the healing of certain spiritual ailments. 
8ehind the Incantations ••• it 15 possIble to see a 
pitchfork ln every star ••• to see a feathered 
animal ln terms of its feathers, a furred animal 
in terms of Its hairs ••• to demand nothlng from 
reality but the super-expressive. B1 

Thus the scientific empiricism of Freud seceded ta the poetic empiricism 

initially espoused by Giorgio de Chirico. 

Inevitably Surreallst painting has gained a more widespread 

recognition than its philosophy, despite doubts that painting could 
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express intellectual paradox in the same way as language. The fascination 

exerted by much Surreal~st painting stems largely from an enigmatic use of 

lmages, especially remarkable in view of comparable developments in 

geometrlc abstractlon. This lnexplicable use of the image stems both from 

the phllospohy and the paintings of the young Giorgio de Chirico. 

D. GIORGIO DE CHIRICO: "ENGIMA" OF SURREALISM 

Just as Freud provided the scientif1c basis for Surrealist thought, 

sa tao the art1st Giorgio de Chirico (1888-1978) s1multaneously prov1ded 

in bath his art and his writings, the theoretical subt~xt for Surrealisme 

H1S early self-portra~t of 1911 prefigures and precisely crystall~zes the 

movement's transcendent a1ms: he inscribed it with the motta, "And what 

shall l worsh ~p save the enigma?" (figure 35). 

1. De Ch~rico and Surreal~st Painting 

De Chirico's work appealed ta the Surrealists on many levels. 

Collectively, the Surrealists felt that de Chirico had been transformed by 

a divine inspiratlon which they defined as "the Surreal". Ta them, he was 

a sentry opening the gates to Surreality. In Surrealism and Palnt1ng 

(1929) André Breton wrote: 

•••• men like Chirico took on the appearance of 
sentries stationed along a road of perpetuaI 
challenges. Certainly, when we reached the point 
where he was stand1ng guard, we found it 
imposslble ta turn bac!<~ it became a point of 
honour for us ta pass.8~ 

Many Surreallst painters followed the lessons set by de Chirico's 

early work. The disquiet1ng, premonitionary sense of apprehension of hjs 
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early paintings confirmed Surreallst intImations of a power and 

fascination in the ordinary and seemingly lnsignificant event. The 

overwhelmlng impact of de Chirico's work on Surrealist thouqht and art lS 

confirmed by the following passage From Surreallsm and PaInting: 

••• for a few years ChIrICO enjoyed a rare 
faculty of dIscrImination that exerted itself on 
the most disquieting aspects of external 
appearances, partlcularly on aIl those things 
around us that share sJmultaneously the 
characteristlcs of life and death, and that he 
had the gift of bathing these thlngs in a 
propitlouS llght of storm, eclipse, or 
twilight •••• lt was not in vaIn that Chirico, ln 
his youth, completed what was for us the most 
extraordinory journey ever undertaken ••• ~3 

In painting, de Chirlco's unusual compositions, chOlce of dlslocated 

subject matter, and the economy of means he employs to descrlbe his 

forlorn subjects coalesce ta create a sense of amen and mystery that 

became the heart of Surrealist conceptions of the marvelous. In The 

Mystery and Melancholy of a Street of 1914, (figure 36) the figure of a 

small girl roiling a hoop advances towards a sinister shadow whose source 

is concealed. The planes of the street are tilted upwards, as If we were 

viewing the scene From an impossibly high vantage point, and the whole 

composition is based on series of obJlque lines whose vanish1ng points 

conflict, creating an atmosphere of psychological amblguity and 

tension. 84 The late afternoon light and the intensified colour conjure a 

hallucinatory, nightmarish vision, whose overriding effect lS one of 

disturbing ambiguity and foreboding. Similarly, in the equally famous 

Disquieting Muses of 1917, (figure 37) de Chirico juxtaposes the modern 

manneqUIn with elements of the antique classical statue. The fIgures seem 

disconcertingly alive, the mannequins animated by uncanny relationsh1ps 

that we cannot decipher, with the whole esoteric event tak1ng place on a 



Figure 36. Giorgio de Chirico. The Mystery and Melaneholy of a Street. 
1914 (above) 

In The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street of 1914, the figure of a small 
girl roll~ng a hoop advances towards a s~nister shadow whose source is 
concealed. The plane of the street is tilted upwards, as if we were 
viewing the scene from an impossibly high vantage point. The whole 
composition 18 based on a series of oblique lines whose van~shing points 
confl~ct, creatlng an atmosphere of psychologie al ambiguity and tension. 
The late afternoon light and intensified colour conjure a hallucinatory, 
nlghtmarish vision; the overriding effect is one of dlsturbing ambiguity 
and forebodwg. 

Figure 37. Giorgio de Chirico. The Disquieting Muses. 1917. (below). 

In the equally famous Disguieting Muses, de Chirico juxtapo~Jes the modern 
mannequin with elements of the antique classical statue. Tile figures 
seem djsconcertingly allve, the mannequins animated by uncallny 
relationships that we cannat decipher, with the whole esoteric event 
tak~ng place on a stage overlooklng the backdrop of a Renaissance city. 
De Chirico's Jumps in time and in spaee create a psychological ambiguity 
wlth multiple associations that ~s remarkably simiJar in principle ta the 
visual ambiguity and punning of the Cubist painters. 
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stage overlooklnq the backdrop of a Re~aissance CIty. Here de Chirico's 

Jumps ln time and space create a psychologlcal amblguity with multIple 

associatIons that 15 remarkably similar in principle ta the visual 

ambigulty and punnIng of the Cubists. 

De Chlrlco thus prc~lded a new Iconographie voeabulary for the 

language of modern art. In the brief perlod of his direct involvement 

with the Surreailsts (1917-25) he was a source of Inspiration to almost 

every Surreallst, Ineluding Salvador Oall, who added scatologieal elements 

of hlS own style to de Chlrico's precise depIction, and Yves Tanguy, who 

was sa Impressed wIth the sight of a de ChirIco painting that he saw from 

a bus wlndow that he forthwi th became a painter, as well as Max Ernst, who 

alternated between a precise delineation of dream images inspired by de 

ChIrico's paIntIng, and the more abstract technIques of frottage or 

collage. In short, the Inventions of de Chirico's poetic imagination have 

influenced Surrealist painting at every level. The following descrIption 

of de Chirico's contributions ta Surrealism from Surrealism and Paintlng 

( 1941 ), reads as a li tany 0 f Surrealist dream images itself: 

Chirico's fixatIon upon eternal places where the 
object was retained only as a function of its 
symbolic, enlgmatIc mean (period of arcades and 
towers) which in turn gradually became haunted 
places (ghosts and amens) saon conferred upon the 
human beIng a superstructure which excluded aIl 
indivldual characteristlcs and reduced him ta a 
masked framework (period of the .annequins). 
Then this superstructure was itself dlsmantled 
and the livIng beIng vanished and was evoked 
thenceforward merely by inanimate abjects related 
to the raIe he played (as a king, general, a 
sallor, etc.). Flnally these objects themselves 
became compounded with instruments of measurement 
••• and the great Chlrlco cycle closed wIth the 
period of 'metBphysical interiors.' 85 

The eternal, the haunted, arcades and towers, ghosts and omens, 

mannequIns, the inanimate abject, metaphysical interiors: it i8 indeed 
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difficult to find an image from the oeuvre of de ChIrico that has not had 

an impact on Surrealisme Even more than the helghtened, supernal effect 

of hlS paIntings, de Chirico's wrItings and pronouncempnts on the nature 

of creatIve activIty exerted a strong lnfluence on the formulat~on of 

Surrealist Ideology. Breton's conclUSIon to the prevlously clted passage, 

despite hlS later rejectlon of de Chirico, dellneates the enormlty of de 

Chirlco's influence on Surrealism: 

Because of the ever-lncreasinq lmportance it 
assigned to the world of the dream, thIS 
evolution had to be retraced quite separately. 
Had we failed to take it into account ••• we should 
have lacked the historical basis for an 
understanding of the meaning and scope of 
Surrealism's demands in the field of plastic 
art. 86 

2. De Chirico and the Scholars 

In the light of such abundance, is lt not then, surprlsing that 

scholars of modern art ln general and Surrealism ln particular have almost 

unanimously falled to take into account the substantial paralJels between 

the correspondance of Giorgio de Chirico and the Surrealist Manlfestoes? 

And lS it not even more astonishing that this correspondence has ltself 

been available in publIshed form for well-nigh thirty years, since the 

1955 publication of the manuscripts of de Chirico in James Thrall Soby's 

classic text, Giorgio de Chirico, not to mention the same author's 

signiflcant work, The Early Chirico, of 1941? 87 This overslght is indeed 

remarkable in Vlew of the fact that in 1982 the Museum of Modern Art held 

a major retrospective of the paintlngs of Glorglo de Chiri~o, accompanied 

by the publication of a catalogue containing articles by international 
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scholars, aIl of whom neglected to consider the determlnant role of the 

letters of de ChIrIco ln the development of Surrealism, relylng instead on 

the conventional notion that Freud was the inSpIration for Surrealism and 

quotlng scantlly from the works ln translation publlshed by James Thrall 

Soby in 1955.88 Thus, whIle most contemporary art historlans have 

recognlzed de Chirico as a major artlstlc Influence on Surreallsm, wIth 

the exceptIon of James ThralJ Soby few have paused to pursue his 

intellectual influence on the movement, despite the ever-increasing 

importance of his paint~ngs, and the manifold paraphrasIng of his writings 

and references to his Images both in the Manifestoes of Surrealism of 1924 

and Surrealism and PaInting of 1929--references that are in fact much more 

numerous than comparable ones to Freud. 89 

In The [arlr Chirico, (1941) James Thrall Soby discusses the 

Influence of de Chlrico's sarly period on modern art. He observes his 

important Ideologlcal Influence on the Surrealists: 

Far more important than the matter of Chlrlco's 
speclfic technlcal or iconographical Influence is 
the Ideological dIrection which his early period 
began to impose on painters and writers alike in 
the early 1920's. What Ernst was beginnlng to 
accomplish ln practlce as a result of his 
discovery of ChirIco, Breton and Eluard were 
beginmng to proclairn ln theory.... 50 far as the 
pictorial arts were concerned, these tenets (of 
Surreallsm) were based on Chirico's 
accompllshments to a degree which cannot possibly 
be exaggerated ••• ?O 

In hlS later GIorgIo de ChIrIco of 1955, Soby includes translations (by 

LOUIse Bourgeois and Robert Goldwater) of the letters of de ChIrico 

(c. 1911-1915) to Appollinalre--these taking the form mainly of notes on 

art. In 1918, ChIrico had begun a correspondence with André Breton, his 

dealer, Paul GUIllaume, and Paul Eluard. These manuscripts are statements 

of artlstic intent ln the form of poetlc musings on the nature 

1 
1 
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of art and percept1on, that may also have formed a written directive for 

Appoillnaue's philosophy of "sur-réallsmé", later adopted by André 

Breton. 91 Appoll1na1re had befriended de Chir1co as early as 1911, the 

t1me of the art1st's flrst arrivaI in ParIS. HIS wrltlnqs, t~erefore, 

would have been ava1lable to the young André Breton through Appoll1na1re 

at the same t1me, 1f not before, Breton's exposure ta Freud1an thought ln 

the psychlatr1c hospital at Nantes, c. 1916. Thus the manuscr1pts of de 

ChirIco were ava1lable to the Surreallsts for some t1me before the actual 

formation of the movement in 1924, and they were circulated through the 

med1um of Appoll1nalre, accompanied by an aura of reverence for the 

art1st's personal v1sion. After the Surreallsts rejected de Ch1rlco in 

1925, the letters presumably were collected by Paul Eluard and Jean 

Paulhan, from whence the y entered the Museum of Modern Art Library throuqh 

the estate of James Thrall Soby. 

Outside of the prev10usly mentioned studies, little research has 

been done which adequately explains the specif1c 1nfluence of de Ch1rico 

on Surreal1st thought. And so the quest10n remalns: Why was de Chlrlco's 

t.heoretical Influence neglected for sa long? The answer may be partly ln 

the strife-rldden relat10nship between de Chirico and the Surreallsts.92 

By 1925 a long feud was Ignited between the a~tist and the members of the 

movement as lead by Breton. The Surrealists reJected de Chlr1co's later 

work because he changed h1S style of painting from the "metaphys1cal" 

preoccupatlons of his youth to an avid interest in techniques and 

historlcal styles. It is possible that the Surrealists dellberately 

confused the issue ln theu attempt ta dissociate themselves and thelf 

movement from de ChirIco. It is possible, too, that scholars of modern 

art have neglected the Ideological influence of de Chu ico in an ernphas1s 
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on sources from Ilterary or Intellectual history, an attitude that in 
J 

itself belies a certain preference for the verbal sources and affinitles 

of Surreallsm from contemporaneous scholarshlp -- that 18, the work of 

Freud - rather than looking for the closest intellectual sources in the 

wark of the artlsts themselves. Whatever the implications of this 

preference, the ensulng result 15 that the speclal philosophy of art as 

revelatlon, espoused by the artlst Glorgio de Chirico, has been obscured 

by time, the pOlltlcs of the art world, and the hidden premlses of the art 

historleal enterprise. 

3. De Chirlco and the Surrealists 

De Chirlco's relatlonship with the Surrealists must be viewed 

aqainst the power politlcs and group psychology of the modern art world. 

In 1911 de Chirlco maved from his home in Italy to Paris, ta pursue 

a career as an artiste At first he lived with his brother, the musician 

Albert SavInlo (Andrea de Chirlco). He grew acqualnted wlth Appoillnaire, 

and soon became a frequent visltor at the poet's weekly sOlrées in his 

apartment on the Boulevard Saint-Germain. In 1913 he exhibited three 

paintings at the Salon des Indépendants, and that fall showed four more 

works in the Salon d'Automne. Appollinaire became the painter's ~rst 

patron, recognlzing in the artlst's oeuvre the lyrical and supernatural 

effects he tao was strlving for ln his poetry. He popularized 

de Chlrico's work ln hlS reVl~WS and art criticlsm, as weIl as through his 

contacts and acquaintances in the Parislan Intelllgentsia. In 1913, 

Appoillnalre wrote: 

Monsleur de Chlrlco is exhibiting in his studio, 
115, rue Notre-Oame-des-Champs, some thlrty 
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canvases whose Inner art should not leave us 
~nd~fferent. The art of this young pa~nter is an 
inner and cerebral one that has nothlng in comman 
wlth the art of pa~nters who have emerged in 
recent years. 

It possesses noth~ng of Matisse, nor of 
PIcasso, lt does nat come from Impresslonlsm. 
Th~s or~ginal~ty ~s new enough to deserve to be 
pointed out. Monsieur de Chirlco's very sharp 
and very modern perceptIons generally assume an 
architectural form. There are ra~lroad stations 
adorned wlth clocks, there are towers, statues, 
large deserted squares, ra~lroad tra~ns go by the 
horIzon. Here are some of the singular tltles 
for these strangely metaphysical palnt~ngs: The 
Enigma of the Oracle, Solitude, and The Wh~stIIng 
of the Locomotlve. 9' ' 

The artist was soon accepted in the avant-garde clrele that lncluded Paul 

Valéry, Pierre Reverdy, Jean Cocteau, Frances Picabia, Plcasso, and 

others. It has even been suggested that Arpollina~re created the tltles 

for many works of de ChIrico, ,although the artist's manlfest poetlc 

talents would seem to den y this. Nevertheless, ln hlS enthuslasm for 

de Chlrico's work, A"poillnaire soon acqulred several palntlngs, Inel\Jdlnq 

The Great lower (1913), Portrait of Guillaume Appoll~nalre (1914), and 

possibly the famous Mystery and Melancholy of a Street of 1914. These 

hung in his apartmnent to be vlewed by aIl. 

Let us construct a modest scenario: the scene i8 A~poillnalre's 

apartment in 1917\ the evening, one of his soirées. The guests -- the 

young modern~sts of the Paris art world -- who include PIerre Reverdy, 

LOUIS Aragon, André Breton, PIcasso, Jean Paulhan, Juan GrIs, Max Jacob 

and others, listen ta ft~pollinalre ho Id forth on the unusual qualltles of 

the absent de ChIrico, (stationed in Ferrara, Italy for the duratlon of 

the war) on his poetlc frame of mlnd, his enigmatlc aphorisms. It lS as 

if the pa~nt~ngs themselves became the place where this d~scourse on the 

enigma occurred. And, in fact, thls is the case. When André Breton later 

", 
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acquIred the de Chirico painting The Enigma of ~he Day (1914), it became 

the vehicle for Surrealist excursions into the imagination: the art~sts 

studied the paInting, imagining mysterious happenings that could occur or 

had oecurred wlthln Its boundaries, as If to explain the uncanny spirit 

that ~nfused the work. Breton writes of this experlment: 

How often have we found ourseives ln that Square 
where everything seems 50 close ta eXlstence and 
yet bears sc little resemblance ta what really 
eXlsts' It was here, more than anywhere else, 
that we held our invisible meetings. It was here 
that we were ta be found--hand in hand wIth 
heartlessness •••• At that tlme men llke Chirlco 
took on the appearance of sentrles stationed 
along a road of perpetuaI challenges •.• 94 

Appolllnaue had anticipated the future "organization of Iyriclsm", 

w~lch SurrealIsm, wIth Its deliberate provocation of the imagination, 

seemed ta fuifill. De Chirico's paintings, tao, revealed a strange and 

profound lyncism that aHracted the rnovement. His statements were viewed 

as dIrectives to the Surraal. Thus his early writings of 1911-15, hIS 

correspondences wlth Appollinaire (1915-1918) and Iater wlth André Breton 

(1922), achieved an unprecedented attentlon from the Surrealists. The 

theory underlying his visionary work, mystIcal, interior, and intense, 

could not fall to ald ln the formation of their thought. 

a) A.f,fiLiation 

During the formation of the Surrealism (1918-1924), the paintings of 

de ChIrico exerted a poetic appeal on the literary men who dominated the 

early stages of the movement. During de Chirico's absence From Paris 

after 1915, his wor~ W&S exhiblted with the Surrealists through the agency 



1 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

215. 

of his dealer, Paul GUlllaume, with the enthusiastlc support of André 

Breton. 95 De Chirico became one of the first artists to be published in 

La revolutlon surréaliste, the journal of the movement, Whlch ln Its first 

issue contalned de Chlrlco's account of a dream included lmmedlatelv after 

the magazine's preface. De Chlrlco was admired for hlS visionary 

proclivltles, lncludlng hlS uncanny ability ta see ghosts. Although these 

fIgures undoubtedly seemed real ta him, it lS also probable that 

de Chirico cultivated their presence, perhaps only to emphasize hlS 

morbidly sensltive psyche. Breton writes: 

Ghosts ••• However reticent he may show himself ta 
be today on thlS pOInt, ChirIco still admits that 
he himself has not forgotten them. In a sudden 
burst of confidence that he must rp.gret by now he 
even named two of them to me: Napoleon III and 
Cavour, and gave me ta understand that he had 
extensive dealings wlth them. 96 

Breton relates an amusing lncident concernlng de Chirico's relations 

with ghosts, in which we find Implicit the attractlon of the occult for 

the Surrealists. The occult found its vehlcle in the neurotic personage 

of de Chirico: 

LOU1S Aragon and 1 bath remember weIl an evening 
when we were 8itting in a cafe on the place 
Pigalle, and a child was going from table ta 
table selling flowers, Chirico had his back to 
the door and dld not see him come in, but Aragon 
had been struck by the new arrivaI 's strange 
appearance and wondered out loud if It was not 
perhaps a ghost. Instead of turnlng round, 
Chirico brought out a litt le pocket mirror and 
after studying the young boy intently ln It for 
sorne minutes replied that it was ln fact a 
ghost. He certainly seems exceptlonally 
well-trained ln the recognItion of ghosts with 
human features; he has even assured us that hlS 
picture dealer, M. Paul Guillaume, resembles in 
every respect the descriptions furnished by his 
imaginatIon. 97 
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The Surrealists later pursued these occult inter~sts through seances or 

the method of trance, in wh~ch the supernatural wou Id be revealed. 98 

As prevlOLlsly stated, the theories of de Ch1r~cO exercised a force 

on the Surreallst imag~natlon that was antithetical to the sc~entlflc 

tcndency of the movement as symbolized by Freud. Parallel ta this 

oppos~t~on, Dada's anti-ral~onalism, adopted by the Surreallsts, also 

proved problematlc in the l~ght of the rational understand~ng of the 

unconscious proposed by Freud. The tabula rasa of the human mind, 

uncovered by Dada, allowed the Surrealists freedom ta play in the world of 

the dream and the imagination. De Chlrico's statements affirmed the 

existence of this ~nterior world: "What 1 hear is worth nothing; there is 

only what 1 see with my eyes open, and, even more, what 1 see with them 

closedtl (1913).99 Furthermore, the world lhat de Chirico created -- sorne 

have called lt "Chirico-city,,100 -- requ1red no method of entry, whereas 

automatism was al ways the intermediary between the self and the 

imaqination for the Surrealist writers. 

De Chirlco's writings appeared at a pivotaI point in the development 

of Surrealism, exactly paraI leI to the researches of Freud into the 

unconsc~ous. His thought thus formùd a bridge between the scientific or 

loglcal approach of Freud and the visionary intuition traditionally 

employed by mystics. B)' offering a "science-free" mode of thought his 

vocabulary and concepts nurtured the anti-rational bias of Surrealisme 

Hence, he provided alternatjves ta the pose of scientism taken by the 

Surrealists, and his manuscripts suggest a shift in the emphas~s from 

psychoanalytlc experimentatlOn ta poetic inquuy. The "poetic empiricism" 

of which Breton wrote henceforth became the modus operandi for a whole 

generation of Surrealist painters, from Miro ta Tanguy. De Ch~rico's 
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poetic conception of art, his insistence on the superlorlty of the 

imagination, the dream, and the mentality of the Chlid thus established, 

in large part, the ideological directlon of Surrealism. 

bJ Disool'd 

While the Surrealists were systematising thelr theorles in the 

transitional period of 1917-24, de Chirico was experlenclng an artistic 

crlsis. After his prolonged mllitary sojourn ln Ferrara, where he was 

stationed with the Italian metaphysical painter Carlo Carra, he became 

preoccupied with problems of method and technlque ln paintlng, and 

especlally the problem of illusionistic, perspectival space. He moved to 

Rome ta study the Renalssance masters more closely, and began makinq 

copies of Renaissance art in order ta understand it more fully. Thls was 

Giorgio de Chinco 1 s "converslon" to traditional paintlng, a form that had 

always eluded hlS grasp. In many ways de Chirico can be characterized as 

"naive", much hke the beloved and child-like Douanier Rousseau. 

De Chirlco, stubborn by temperament, and wilfully so, persisted in his 

attempts to grasp Renaissance reallsm. It was as lf he were 

over-compensaling for the very quality his work lacked -- the illuslon of 

continuity, rather than amblguous discontinulty, a slmulcrum of 

"ordinariness" that his own extra-ordinary work denied. The Surreal1sts, 

who had been astounded by the powerful sentiment, somehow peculiarly 

modern,that was generated by his early work, reluctantly wlthdrew thelr 

support of his later work which they saw as predlctable and reactionary. 

They rejected his new work--first in puzzlement, th en in abhorrence, and 

finally in disgust. 
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In 1923, Paul Eluard went ta Rome ta see de Chirico and obtain sorne 

of his newer work which ultlmately was rejected by Breton. The 

Surrealists countered a show of his new palntings in 1925, picketing the 

gallery, and organizlng an exhibitIon of thelr own "early Chlricos", 

versus "the new vulgar Chir icos". 1 01 De ChirICO, however, was determlned 

to follow hlS chosen ~ourse. He would retain his individuallty against 

the ideologlcal pressure of the Surreallst group. In his memOlrs of 1945, 

he later wrote: "They had in no way understood the exceedingly solitary 

and profound lyrlclsm of these paintings. Moreover nabody has ever 

understood them, either then or now.,,102 HIS memoirs suggest, tao, that 

he dld not want hlS unique work ta be subsumed by a movement. The 

Surreallsts openly repudlated and then ridiculed him. De Chirico 

responded with dIatribes against the Surrealists and modern art ln 

general. He denied his previous lnterests, even ta the point of denying 

that he tltled his work of the early period, and replacing the poetic 

names with more obvious titles. To make money he occasionally plagiarized 

his earlier work, making copIes or versions of his earlier mannequins and 

empty squares. These works are fairly easy ta spot, as the paint 

applIcatIon is smoother and more luminous than the rough intensity of his 

earller period. 103 He continued ta hurl abuse at his former Surrealist 

colleagues, especially through his later and more vindictive Memolrs, 

(1945) WhlCh spew monstrous diatribes against the Surrealists, whom he 

clalmed have always misunderstood the goals of his painting. Wlth his 

death ln 1978, and the early demI se of Breton in 1966, almost flfty years 

of squabbllng were brouaht ta an end. 
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c) Theo~etioa2 Inf2uence: Text Comparison 

Even a brief survey of the manuscripts and letters of de Chirico 

from his early perlod shows a remarkable resemblance to the direction and 

contour of Surrealist thought. De Chirico's writings embody several 

themes, aIl of which intertwlne around his central vIsion of the 

imagination as revelation. For him, the dream and the unspoiled vision of 

the Chlld were potent messages, revelatlons to be declphered only by the 

ImaginatIon. These ideas are omnipresp.nt ln the fIrst and second 

t~anifestoes, which employ the idea of the dream not in a Freudian sense, 

but in the sense of an occult and secret message. Bath the Surreallsts 

and de ChIrIco agree that the message will be indecipherable loglcally. 

De Chirico writes: 

It is essential that the revelation we recelve, 
the conception of an image which embraces a 
certain thing, which has no sense in itself, 
WhlCh has no subject, which means ABSOLUTEL y 
NOTHING from a logical point of view •••• I repeat, 
it i6 essential that such a revelation or 
conception should speak so strongly in us, evoke 
such agony or joy, that we feel compelled to 
paint, compelled by an impulse even more urgent 
than the hungry desperation which drives a man ta 
tearing at a piece of bread llke a savage 
beast .104 

By 1930, in the second Manifesta of Surrealism, Breton was to calI for the 

"profound occultation of Surrealism", 105 and rail against the sClenti fic 

materiallsm of doctors. He speaks of an "alchemy of the word,,106 aS the 

beginning of Surrealist endeavor. Slmilarly, de Chirico's expliclt 

rejection of lOglC provided the key ta the Surrealist ImaginatIon. The 

imagination would be free to envisian the world as It willed. This comman 

frame of reference was negated by the fighting which ensued between the 
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artlst and his Surrealist colleagues ln the 1930's and 40's. Despite 

their dlspute, a comparison of the major themes of de Chirico's written 

correspondence and the baslc tenets held by the Manlfestoes of Surrealism 

reveals an Identity between these two factlons that calls for further 

investlgatlon. These themes are: 

1) Agalnst IOgIC, ratlonality, and rellgion 

2) The dream, the child, and the imagination 

3) The lmagination as revelation 

4) The power abject: premonltion, immanence, and omen. 

The following chart, then, presents an overview of the themes of 

Glorgio de Chirico derived from his manuscripts written between 1911-1918, 

compared ~~the basic tenets of the flrst and second Manifestoes of 

Surrealism written by André Breton and published ln 1924 and 1930:
107 

THEME 1 AGAINST LOGIC, RATIONALITY, AND RELIGION. 
---------- -----------------------+-----------------------------------

Glorgio de Chirico 

Ta be really immortal a work of art 
must go completely beyond the llmits 
of the human: good sense and logic 
wlii be missing f~c~ jt. 

1 experienced aIl the mystery that 
drlves men to create certain things. 
And the creatlons seemed still more 
mysterious than the creators. It is 
futlle ta explaln certain thlngs 
scientiflcally, nothlng is achleved. 

Pour qu'une oeuvre d'art salt 
vralment immortelle il faut qu'elle 
sorte complétement des llmites de 
l'humaIn: le bon ~ens et la logique 
y feront d~faut. Je sentis alors 

André Breton 

We are still living under the reign 
of logic: this ••• ls what 1 have 
been driving at. 

But in this day and age logical 
methods are applicable only ta 
solving problems of secondary 
Interest. The absolute rationalism 
that is still ln vogue allows us to 
consider only facts relatlng 
dlrectly to our experlence •••• 
Experlence Jtself has found itself 
Increasingly c1rcumscrib~d. 

Nous Vlvons encore sous le règne 
de la logique, voilà, bien 
entendu, à quol je voulais en 
VenIr. Mais les procédés logiques, 
de nos jours, ne s'appliquent plus 
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THE~lE l AGAINST LOGIC, RATIONALITY, AND RELIGION. 

Giorgio de Chirico 

tout le mystère qui pousse les 
hommes ~ créer certalnes choses. Et 
les créations me parurent encore 
plus mystérleues que les créateurs. 
On a beau expllquer scientlflquement 
certaines choses, on n'arrlve à vien. 

The revelatlon we have of a work of 
art, the conception of a picture 
must represent somethlng which has 
SënSe in itself, has no subject, 
which from the point of view of 
human logic means nothing at aIl. 
l say that such a revelation (or if 
yau like, conception), must be felt 
50 strongly, must glve us such joy 
or such pain, that we are obliged ta 
palnt, impelled by a force greater 
than the force WhlCh impels a 
starving man to bite like a wlld 
beast Into the plece cf bread he 
h appens to find. 

il faut que la révélatlon que nous 
avons eue d'une oeuvre d'art, que la 
conception d'un tableau reprecente 
telle chose qui n'a pas de sens par 
elle-même, qUl n'a pas de sujet qui 
du point de vue de la loglque humaine 
ne veut rien dlre du tout il faut, 
Je dis qu'une telle révélatlon ou 
conception comme vous voulez salt 
tellement forte en nous, qu'elle nous 
procure une telle joie ou une telle 
douleur, que nous soyons obligés de 
peindre, poussés par une force plus 
grande de celle qui pousse l'affamé 
à mordre comme une bête le morceau 
de pain qUl lui tombe sous la main. 

One of the strangest and deepest 
sensatlons that prehistory has left 
with us is the sensation of fore
telling. It will always eXlSt. It 
is like an eternal proof of the 
senselessness of the unlverse. The 

André Breton 

qu'à la résolution de problèmes 
d'intérêt secondaire. Le 
rationallsme absolu qUI reste de 
mode ne permet de consIdérer que 
des falts relevant étroltment de 
notre expérlence. Les logIques, 
par contre, nous échappent. 

U der the pretense of civilisation 
and progress we have managed to 
banish from the mlnd everythinq 
that may rightly or wrongly 
he termed superstltion or fancy; 
forbidden 15 any klnd of search for 
truth whiLh 15 not ln conformance 
with acce~'ted practices. 

Sous couleur de clvilisatlon, sous 
prétexte de progrès, on est parvenu 
à bannIr de l'esprit tout ce qUI se 
peut taxer à tort ou à ralson de 
superstitlon, de chimère; à 
proscrire tout mode de recherche de 
la vérlté qUl n'est pas conforme à 
l'usage. 

Everything tends to make us belleve 
that there exists a certaln pOInt of 
the mind at WhlCh life and death, 
the real and the ImagIned, past and 
future, the communIcable and the 

lincommunicable, hlgh and low, cease 
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THEME l AGAINST LOGIC, RATIONALITY, AND RELIGION. 

G~orgio de Ch~rico 

first man must have seen auguries 
everywhere, he must have trembled at 
each step he took. 

Une des sensat~ons les plus étranges 
et les plus profondes que nous ait 
la~ssé la préhistoire est la sen
sation du presage. Elle existera 
touJours. C'est comme une preuve 
éternelle du non-sens de l'univers. 
Le prem~er homme devait VOlr des 
présages partout, il devait 
frasonner à chaque pas qu'il faisait. 

What is needed above aIl, is to rid 
art of aIl that has been its 
familiar content until now; aIl 
subject, aIl idea, aIl thought, aIl 
symbol must be put aside. 

Ce qu' il faut surtout c'est 
débarrasser l'art de tout ce qu'elle 
contient de connu jusqu'à présent, 
tout idée, toute pensée, tout 
symbole doit être mIS de côte. 

There are many more enigmas in the 
shaoow of a man who walks in the sun 
than in aIl the religions of the 
past, present and future. 

(Sur la terre il y a en plus 
l'én~gmes dans le ombre d'un homme 
qUl marche au soleil que dans toutes 
les rellg10ns passées, présente, et 
futures. ) 

André Breton 

ta be perceived as contradictions. 

Tout porte à croire qu'il existe un 
certaln point de l'esprit d'oD la 
vie et la mort, le réel et 
l'imaginaire, Le passé et le futur, 
le communicable et 
l ' ~ncommun~cable, le haut et le 
bas cessent d'être perçus 
contradictoirement. Or, c'est en 
vain qui on cherchait à l'activité 
surréaliste un autre mobile que 
l'espoir de détermination de ce 
point. 

We combat, in whatever form the y 
may appear, poetic indifference, 
the distractlon of art, scholarly 
research, pure speculatIon; we 
want nothing whatever ta do w~th 

those, e~ther large or small, who 
use the~r minds as they would a 
saVlngs bank. 

Nous combattons sous toutes leurs 
formes l'indlfférence poétique, la 
distractlon d'art, la recherche 
erudite, la spéculat~on pure, nous 
ne voulons vien aVOlr commun avec 
les petits m avec les grands 
épargnants de l'esprit. 

Everything remains ta be done, 
every means must be worth trying, 
in order to lay waste to the ideas 
of family, country, religion. 

Tout est à faire, tous les moyens 
doivent être bons ~ employer pour 
rUlner les Idées de famllle, de 
patrie, de religion. 
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To be really lmmortal a work of art 
must be completely beyond the limlts 
of the human: good sense and logic 
will be missing from it. 

In this way it wlll come close ta 
the dream state, and also to the 
mental1ty of children. 

Pour qu'une oeuvre d'art soit 
vraiment immortelle il faut qu'elle 
sorte complétement des limites de 
l'humain: le bon sens et la logique 
y feront défaut. 

De cette façon elle s'approchera du 
rêve et aussi de la mentalité 
enfantine. 

Can' t the dream also be used ln 

solving the fundamental questlons 
of llfe? 

Le rêve ne peut-il être appllqué, 
lui aussi, à la résolution des 
questions fondamentales de la vie? 

-----------------~------------------------

l belleve and have faith that, from 
certain points of view, the sight of 
someone in a dream is proof of his 
metaphysical reallty -- in certain 
accidentaI occurences that sometlmes 
happen to us; ln the manner and the 
arrangement that things appear to us 
and awaken in us unknown sensations 
of joy and surprise: the sensations 
of revelation. 

Je crois et avec foi, peut etre que 
comme la vue en rêve d'une personne 
est, à certains points de vue une 
preuve de sa réalité métaphysique 
de certains hasards qui nous 
arrivent par moments; de la façon, 
de la dispositlon dont quelquefois 
des choses se présentent et 
réveillent en nous des sensations 
inconnues de joie et de surprise: 
les sensations se la révélation. 

The work possesses a strangeness 
similar to the strangeness that the 
sensation of a child sometimes has, 

l believe in the future resolution 
of these two states, dream and 
reality, WhlCh are seemlngly so 
contradlctory, lnto a klnd of 
absolute reallty, a SURREALITY. 

Je crois h résolutlOn future de ces 
deux états, en apparence si contra
d ictoires, que sont le rêve et la 
réalité, en une sorte de réalité 
absolue, de surréalité. 

From childhood memories, and from a 
few others, there emanates a 
sentiment of being unintegrated, 
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GIorgio de Chirico André Breton 
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but at the same tlme that he who 
created It dld 30 consclously. In 
the sa me way 1 believe that ln order 
to be truly profound a picture must 
attaln thlS ground. 

Etrange ressemblance qui nous révèle 
la profoundeur de l'oeuvre: la 
naiveté n'y a rien à voir; rien de 
la qrêce naive de l'artist primitif: 
l'oeuvre a une étrangeté qui 
s'approche de l'étrangeté que peut 
avoir la sensatIon d'un enfant, malS 
on sent en même temps que celui la 
créa le fIt sClenment. De même, je 
crOIS qu'un tableaux pour être 
vraiment profond dOIt atteIndre ce 
terrain. 

in this participle -- surprise, 
lS contalned the whole enigma of 
sudden revelation. -- When (on the 
other hand) a revelatlon grows out 
of the slght of an arrangement of 
obJects, then the work WhlCh appears 
ln our thoughts 18 close)y Ilnked 
wlth the clrcumstance that provoked 
lts birth. One resembles the 
other. but ln a very st range way, 

and then later of HAVING GONE 
ASTRAY WhlCh 1 hold to be the most 
fertile that eXlsts. It is perhaps 
childhood that cornes closest to 
one's reai Ilfe; Childhood beyond 
which man has at his dIsposaI only 
a few complimentary tIckets; 
childhood where everything 
nevertheless consplres ta bring 
about the effectIve, rIsk-free 
possessIon of oneself. 

L'esprIt qUI plonge dans le 
surréalisme rev avec exaltatIon la 
meilleure part de son enfance. 
C'est un peu pour lUI la certitude 
de qui, étant de train de se noyer, 
repasse, en mOIns d'une mInute 
tout l'Insurmontable de sa vie. On 
me dira que ce n'esl pas trés 
encourageant. Mais Je ne tIens 
pas encourager ceux qUI me dIront 
cela. Des souvenIrs d'enfance et 
de quelques autres se dégage un 
sentiment d'inaccaparé et par la 
suite de dévoir que je tiens pour 
le plus fécond qUI existe. C'est 
peu-être l'enfance, qUI approche le 
pJJS de la "vraie vIe", l'enfance 
2J-delà de laquelle l'homme ne 
Jispose, en plus de son laissez
passer, que de quelques billets de 
faveur; l'enfance où tout 
concourait cependant à la 
possession efficace, et sans aléas, 
de soi-même. 

And since It has not been proved in 
the slightest that, in doing so, 
the reallty with which 1 am kept 
busy contlnues to exist in the 
state of dream, that it does not 
sink back down into the Immemorial, 
why should 1 not grant to dreams 
what 1 occasionally refuse reality, 
that is, thlS value of certainty 
in itself which in ItS own time, is 
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Giorgio de Chirico André Bret on 
--------------------------------------r-----------------------------------
like the resemblance there is 
between two brothers, or rather 
between the image of someone we know 
seen in a dream, and that persan in 
realityj it is, and at the same time 
it is not, that same person; It IS 
as if there had been a slight and 
mysterlous transfIguratIon of the 
features. 

dans ce partICIpe surprIS se 
trouve toute l'énIgme de la 
révéJatIon qUI VIent soudaInement. 
Lorsque la révélation résulte de la 
vue d'une dISpOSItIon de choses, 
alors l'ouevre qui se présente dans 
notre pensée est liée d'un lIeu 
étroit avec ce qui à provoqué sa 
naissancej elle lui ressemble aUSSI, 
mais d'une façon fort etrange comme 
la reassemblance qu'Il y a entre 
deux fréres -- ou plutôt entre 
l'image que nous voyons en rêve 
d'une personne que nous connaIssons 
et cette personne dans la réalIté; 
c'est, et en même temps, ce n'est 
pas la même personne, il y a comme 
une légère et mysterieuse trans
fIguratIon dans les traIts. 

AlI thlS has vanlshed. Vet our minds 
are haunted by VIsions. They are 
anchored ta everlasting foundatlons. 
In publIC squares shadows lengthen 
their mathematical enlgmas. Over 
walls rlse nonsensical towers decked 
with lItt le multlcolored flags; 
infinitude 18 everywhere, and 
everywhere is mystery. One thlng 
remaIns, Immutable as if Its roots 
were frozen in the entralls of 
eternity: our WIll as artlst
creators. 

Will we regret the other things? 
Never. Our JOY is only greater. 
Let us work! 

not open ta my repudlatlon? Why 
should l not expect from the slgn 
of the dream more than 1 expect 
from a degree of conSClousness 
which is dally more acute? Can't 
the dream also be used ln solvlnq 
the fundamental questIons of llfe? 

Comme il n'est aucunement prouvé 
que, ce faisant, 1 a "réalité" qUl 
m'occupe subsiste à l'état de rêve, 
qu'elle ne sombre pas dans 
l'immémorIal, pour~uoi 
n'accorderais-je pas au rêve ce ~ue 
Je refuse parfOIS à la réal1té, 
soit cette valeur de certItude en 
ellemême, qUI, dRns son temps, 
n'est pOInt exposée à mon désaveu? 
Pourquoi n'attendraIS-Je pas de 
l'Indice du rêve plus que Je 
n'attends d'un degré de conSCIence 
chaque Jour plus élevé? Le rêve ne 
peut-ill être applIqué, lUl aussi, 
à la resolutl0n des questIons 
fondamentales de la VIe? 

The most effectIve means ••• POETIC 
INTUITION ••• flnally unleashed by 
Surrealism, seeks not only ta 
assimilate aIl known forms, but 
also to create new forms •••• lt 
alone provides the thread that can 
put us back on the road of gnosls 
as knowledge of a suprasenSIble 
reallty, lnvlslbly VISIble ln an 
eternal mystery. 
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MaIntenant tout cela n'est plus. 
Des V1S10ns hautent pourtant nos 
esprIts: elles sont rivées à des 
bases éternelles. Sur les places 
carrées les ombres s'allonqent dans 
leur én1gme mathématIque; derrière 
les murs les tours Insensées 
appara1ssent couvertes de petits 
drapeaux aux m111e couleurs; et 
partout c'est l'lnf1ni et partout 
c'est le mystère. Une seule chose 
reste Immuable comme S1 ses raC1nes 
s'étalent figées dans les entrailles 
de l'éternIté: c'est notre volonté 
d'artistes-créateurs. 

Regretterons-nous les autres choses? 
JamaIs. Notre joie n'en est que 
plus grande. Trava1110ns. 

Pour cela, le grand moyen dont il 
dispose est l'intult10n poétique. 
Celle -- ci, enfin débridée dans le 
surréalisme, se veut non seulement 
assimilatrice de toutes les formes 
connues mais hardIment créatlce 
de nouvelles formes -- soit en 
posture d'embrasser toutes les 
structures du monde, manIfeste ou 
non. Elle seule nous pourv01t du 
f11 qUl remet sur le chemIn de la 
gnose ren tant que connaissance 
de la Réalité suprasensible, 
"invislbly VIsible dans un éternel 
mystère" • 

THEME III THE IMAGINATION AS REVELATION 

Giorg1o de Chirlco André Breton 

The problem of what an artist should 
do becomes more and more dlsturbing. 
Nothing is profound enough, nothing 
pure enough. Everyth1ng that has 
satisfied pa1nters unt11 now ta us 
seems chlld's-play; thlS is \'Ihy we 
look behlnd barriers in search of 
something new. Is it a dream, or a 
VIsion? Art1sts used to like to 
dream; theIr sweet souls fell asleep 
ln the moonlight, to the sound of a 
flute, on a woman's scented breast. 

Le problème de ce qu'un artiste doit 
faire dev1ent de plus en plus 
InquIétant. Rien n'est assez 
profond, rIen n'est assez pur. Tout 
ce qUI a rassésle jusqu'à présent 
les pe1ntres nous semble jeu 
d'enfants: c'est pourquoi ~ 
jetons nos regards derrière les murs 

1 shall slmply reaff1rm my 
unshakable confidence in the 
princip le of an activity which has 
never deceived me, whlCh seems ta 
me more deservlng than ever of our 
unstinting, absolute, insane 
devotion, for the simple reason 
that 1t alone is the dispenser, 
albeit at intervals weIl spaced out 
one From the other, of trans
fIgur1ng rays of a grace 1 pers1Rt 
in comparing in aIl respects to 
dl.vine grace. 

Je ne ferai qu'aff1rmer ma 
confiance inébranlablé dans le 
principe d'une activité qUI ne m'a 
jamais déçu qui me parait valol.r 
plus généreusement, plus 
absolument, plus follement que 
jamais qu'on s'y consacre et cela 
parce qu'elle seule est 
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Giorgio de Chirlco 

et cherchons quelque chose de 
nouveau. Est-cp un rêve, est-ce une 
vIsIon? Autrefols les artIstes 
aimalent rêver: leur âme edulcorée 
s'endormaIt au clair de lune, à la 
plaInte d'une flOte près d'une femme 
au sein parfumé. 

André Breton 

dIspensatrIce, encore qu'à de longs 
Intervalles, des rayons 
transflgurants d'une grâce que Je 
persIste en tout pOInt à opposer 
à la grâce dIvine. 

---------------------------------~--------------------------------

••• but the real value of such a work 
of art will lie in its new song, for 
more Important than aIl these will 
always be the new thing that the 
artist has brought out of the void, 
something WhlCh dld not exist before • 

••• mals pUIS ce qUI fera la vraie 
valeur d'une telle ouvre d'art ce 
sera sa nouvelle chanson; car avant 
tout ceCI sera toujours quelque 
chose de nouveau que l'artIste aura. 
Fait sortIr du néant; quelque chose 
qui avant, n'existait pas. 

ImagInation alone offers me sorne 
Intlmatl0n of what can be, and thlS 
is enough to remove to some Sllght 
degree the ~errible InJunction: 

La seule Imaginatlon me rend compte 
de ce qui peut être, et c'est assez 
pour lever un peu le terrIble 
Interdit ; 

-------------------------------~----------------------------.------

What l Ilsten to is worthless: there 
IS only that l see wlth my eyes open 
-- and even better closed. 

Ce que j'écout ne vaut rIen, il n'y 
a que ce que mes yeux voient ouverts 
et plus encore fermes. 

It IS lIving and ceaslng ta lIve 
that are imaglnary solutIons. 
Existence IS elsewhere. 

C'est vivre et cesser de VIvre qUI 
sont des solutIons ImagInaIres. 
L'eXIstence est aIlleurs. 

---------_._------------------------+------------.------------------

In my way of thlnking and working, 
the problem 18 different. 
Revelation always plays the 
principal raIe. A picture reveals 
itself to us, while the slght of 
something does not reveal a picturej 
but in this case the picture WIll 
not b9 a falthful copy of that WhlCh 
has caused ItS revelatlon, but WIll 
resemble it vaguely, as the face of 
someone seen ln a dream resembles 
that person in reality. And ln aIl 
thlS, technIque plays no role; the 

The idea of Surreallsm alms qUlte 
slmply at the total recovery of our 
pSyChlC force by a means that 18 

nothing other than the dizzylng 
descent Into ourselves, the 
systematlc 111umlnation of hldden 
places and the progressIve 
darkenlng of other places, the 
perpetuaI excurSIon Into the m:dst 
of forbldden terrltory, and that 
there IS no real danqer of Its 
actIvltles comlng ta an end so long 
as man stIll manages ta dlstlngulsh 
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the whole sensatlon will be qiven by 
the Ilnear compostlon of the plcture, 
Whlch ln thlS casp al ways gives the 
lmpresslOn of belng something 
unchangeable, where chance has never 
entered. 

Dans ma façon de sentIr et de 
travaliler 11 s'agit d'autre chose. 
C'est toujours la revelation qui 
Joue le prlnclpal rôle. Un tableau 
se révèle b nous sans que la vue de 
quelque chose nous révèle un tableau 
malS dans ce cas le tableau ne sera 
pas une reproductIon fldèle de ce 
qUl a deterffilné sa révélation maïs 
11 lUl ressemblera vaquement comme 
le visage d'une personne qu'on VOlt 
en rêve et ~ette personne dans la 
réallté. Et dans tout cela la 
techmque n'aura rIen ~ voir, toute 
la sensatlon sera donnée par la 
composItIon des llgnes dans le 
tableau, qUI dans ce cas fait 
toujours l'Impresslon de quelque 
~hose d'Immuable où il n'y a jamais 
eu de hasard. 

one final effort and painting too 
w111 have J.t, the picture that will 
carry us beyond aIl pIctures. 

encore un effort et la peinture aura 
aUSSI son tableau qUl nous proterait 
au delà de tous les tableau. 

Thought must so detach itself from 
aIl human fetters that aIl things 
appear ta 11ght anew -- as if lit 
for the flrst tlme by a brllliant 
star. 

Il faut que la pensée se detache 
tellement de tout ce qu'on appelle 

an animal from a flame or a stone 
-- heaven help, 1 say, the 
Surrealist idea from beglnning ta 
progress without ItS ups and downs. 

rappelons que l'idée d8 surréalisme 
tend simplement à la récuperation 
totale de notre force psychique par 
un moyen qui n'est autre que la 
descente vertlgeneuse en nous, 
l'illumlnatlon systématique des 
lieux, cachés et l'obscurclssement 
progreSSIf des autres lleux, ]a 
promenade perpétuelle en pleine 
zone interdite et que son actlvité 
ne court aucune chance serieuse 
de prendre fin tant que l'homme 
parviendra à distinguer un animal 
d'une flamme ou d'une pierre ••• le 
dlable préserve, dis-je, l'idée 
surréaliste de commencer à aller 
sans avatars. 

The imagination IS on the point of 
reasserting itself, of reclaiming 
its nghts. 

L'imagination est peut-être sur le 
point r,o reprendre ses droits. 

And yet 1 am living. 1 have even 
d1scovered that 1 care about 11fe. 
The more 1 have sometimes found 
reasons for putting an end ta it 
the more 1 have caught myself 
admiring sorne random square of 
parquet floor: It was really like 
silk, like the silk that would 
have been as beautifu: as water. 1 
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la loglque et le sens, qu'elle 
s'élolgne tellement de toutes les 
entraves humalnes, de sorte que les 
choses lUl apparaissent sous un 
aspect nouveau comme liluminées par 
une constellation brillante pour la 
premlère fOlS. 

A revelation can be born of a sudden, 
when one least expects it, and also 
can be stimulated by the sight of 
somethlng -- a buildlng, a street, a 
garden, a square, etc. In the flrst 
instance it belongs to a class of 
strange sensatlons which 1 have 
observed in only man: Nletzsche. 

Une révélation peut naître tout ~ 
coup quand nous l'attendons le moins, 
et peut-ètre aussi provoquée par la 
vue de quelque chose comme un 
édiflce, une rue, un jardin, une 
place publique etc. Dans le premler 
cas elle appartient à un genre de 
sensatlons étranges que mal, je n'ai 
observé que dans un seul homme: 
Nietzche. 

liked this lUCld paln, as though 
the entlre unlversal drama of it 
had then passed through me and 1 
was suddenly ~orth the trouble. 
But 1 liked lt in the Ilght of, how 
shall 1 say, of new things that 1 
had ne ver seen glow before. It was 
from thlS that 1 understood that, 
in splte of everything, llfe was 
given, that a force lndependent of 
that of expresslng and maklng 
oneself heard splrltually preslded 
-- insofar as a Ilvlng man IS 
concerned -- over reactlons of 
invaluable lnterest, the secret of 
which wlll dlsappear with him. 
ThlS secret has not been revealed 
to me. 

Et pourtant Je VlS, J'al découvert 
même que je tenais ~ la Vle. Plus 
Je me trouvé parfots de ralsons 
d'en finir avec elle, plus je me 
SU1S surpris ~ admlrer lette lame 
quelconque de parquet, c'était 
vralement comme la SOle, de la SOle 
qui eOt été belle comme l'eau. 
J'almais cette luclde douleur, 
Comme si tout le drame unlversel 
en fût alors passé par mOl, que 
j'en eusse soudaln valu la pelne. 
Mais je l'almais à la lueur, 
comment dIre, de choses nouvelles 
nu'ainsl je n'avals encores vues 
briller. C'est ~ cela que j'al 
compris que malgré tout la Vle 
etait donnée, qu'une force 
independente de celle d'exprimer et 
spirltuellement de se faire 
entendre présidait, en ce qui 
concerne un homme vivant, à des 
réactlons d'un intérêt apprécIable 
dont le secret sera emporté avec 
IUl. Le secret ne m'est pas 
dévOIlé à mOl-meme ••• 
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Above aIl a great sensltivlty IS 
needed. One must plcture everythlng 
ln the world as an enlgma, not only 
the great questlons one has always 
asked oneself -- why was the world 
created, why we are barn, live and 
dIe, for after aIl, as l have sald, 
perhaps there lS no reason in aIl of 
this. But rather to understand the 
enigma of thlngs generally 
consldered Inslgnlflcant. Ta 
percelve the mystery of certaln 
phenomena of feeling, of the 
character of a people, even to 
arrive at the pOlnt where one can 
picture the creative geniuses of the 
past as thlngs that we examine from 
aIl sldes. To live in the world as 
if ln an immense museum of 
stranqeness, full of curious many
colored toys which change their 
appearance, which, llke litt le 
children we sometimes break to see 
how they are made on the insIde, 
and, dlsappolnted, realize the y are 
empty. 

C'est une grande senslbilité qu'il 
faut surtout. Se représentp.r tout 
dans le monde comme des énigmes, non 
seulement les grandes questions 
qu'on s'est toujours posé, pourquoi 
le monde a-t-il été créé, pourquoI 
nous naissons, nous VIvons et nous 
mourons, car peut-être aprés tout 
comme je l'ai déjà dit il n'y a 
aucune raison en celà. Mais 
comprendre l'énlgme de certaines 
choses qUI sont considérées en 
général comme inSIgnIfiantes. 
Sentir le mystère de certains 
phénomènes des sentIments, des 
caractères d'un peuple, arrIver au 
pOInt de se figurer même les genies 
créateurs comme des choses, des 
choses fort curIeuses que nous 
retournons de tous les côtés. VIvre 
dans le monde comme dans un immense 
musée d'étrangeté, pleIn de Jouets 
curl~·ù. barIolés, qUi changent 

André Breton 

From the moment when It is 
subjected to a methodical exam
inatlOn, when by means yet ta be 
determined, we succeed ln recordlng 
the contents of dreams ln their 
entirety ••• when its graph WIll 
expand with unparalleled volume and 
regularlty, we may hope that the 
mysterles WhlCh really are not wlll 
give way ta the great Mystcry. 

De l'instant où sera soumis à un 
examen méthodique, où, par des 
moyens à déterminer, on ~arviendra 
à nous rendre compte du rêve dans 
son intégrlté ••• où sa courbe se 
développera avec une régularIté et 
une ampleur sans pareilles, on peut 
esp~rer que les mystères qUI n'en 
sont pas feront place au grand 
Mystère. 

And am l not talking about the 
poetic consciousness of abjects 
which l have been able ta acquire 
only after a spiritual contact with 
them repealed a thousand times 
Over. 

Et je ne parle pas de la conscience 
poétigue des objets, que je n'al pu 
acquérir qu'à leur contact 
spirituel mille fois répété. 
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THEME IV THE POWER OBJECT: PREMONITION, IMMANENCE, AND OMEN 

Giorgio de Chirico 

d'aspect, que quelquefoIS comme de 
petits enfonts nous chancessons pour 
voir comment ils étalent faits 
dedans. et décus, nous nous 
apercerons qu'ils étaient vIdes • 

••• for l believe that one must never 
forget a picture must always be the 
reflection cf a profound sensatIon, 
and that profound means strange, and 
strange means un cornillon or al together 
unknown. 

••• car Je trouve qu'il ne faut 
jamais oublier qu'un tableau dOIt 
toujour être le reflet d'une 
sensation profondet que profond veut 
dire étrange et qu'étrange veut dire 
peu commun ou tout ~ fait inconnu. 

l had a presentiment lhat thlS was 
the way it must be, that it could 
not be different. An invIsible Ilnk 
ties things together and at that 
moment it seemed to me that l had 
already seen this palace, or that 
this palace had once, somewhere 
already existed. 

Moi, j'avais trouvé le palais tel 
que je me le figurais j'avais un 
pressentiment qu'il devait être 
comme cela, qu'il ne pouvait pas 
être autrement. Un lien invjsible 
lie les choses entre elles, il me 
semblait en ce moment d'avoir à déjà 
vu ce palaIs. 

André Breton 

Let us not mince words: the 
marvelous is always beautiful, 
anything marvelous IS beautiful, 
in fact only the marvelous IS 
beauti fuI. 

ranchons-en: le merveilleux est 
toujours beau, n'importe quel 
merveilleux est beau, Il n'y a même 
que le merveilleux qui soit beau. 

The marvelous i8 not the same ln 
every period of hlstory. It 
partakes ln sorne obscure way of a 
sort of general revelatlon only the 
fragments of whlCh come down to us: 
they are the romantic ruins, the 
modern mannequin or any other 
symbol capable of affectlng the 
human senslbility for a period of 
time ••• For today 1 thInk of a 
castle, half of WhlCh is not 
necessarIly in rUlns; thlS castle 
belongs to me, l picture It ln a 
rustic setting, not far from ParIS. 

Le merveIlleux n'est pas le même a 
toutes les époques; Il partlclpe 
obscurément d'une sorle de 
révélation générale dont le détail 
seul nous par vient: ce sont les 
ruines romantIques, lE mannequIn 
moderne ou tout autre symbole 
propre à remuet la senslblllté 
humaine durant un temps ••• Pour 
aujourd'hui Je pense à un château 
dont la moi hé n'est pas forcément 
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THEME IV THE POWER OBJECT: PREMONITION, IMMANENCE, AND OMEN 
-- - - -- ------ ---

Giorglo de Chirlco André Breton 

en ruine; ce château m'appartient, 
je le vois dans un site agreste, 
non loin de Paris. 

It should now be immediately obvious from the overlapping themes and 

closely allied phrasing of these documents that de Chirico was indeed a 

major theoretlcal lnfluence on Surrealism, whose theories had a greater 

effect on the development of the movement than the single method of 

automatlsm that was derived from Freud. 
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Summary 

In this chapter we composed an image of ear l y modernism through the 

multiple themes of primitivism, Dadaism, and the pursuit of origlns. Two 

extraordinary thinkers, Slgmund Freud, and Giorgio de Chirico, each had an 

overwhelmlng impact on Surrealist thought. Thelr thought, too, reveals a 

common search for the origins of thought -- Freud, through the vehicle of 

hypnosis and de Chirico, through his experience of the imagination as 

reveiatlon. In these contradictory Impulses of science and occultism, 

rigourous logic and intuitive inspiratIon, that are so characteristlc of 

the twentieth century, we may discern the amblvalent nature of Surreallst 

thought. This amblvalence was, in turn, expressed in their perception of 

the object. We now turn to the Surreallst obJect itself, found in the 

form of the ready-made, the found object, or the altered object, to search 

out the perception it embodies, and hence to elicit how lt achieves the 

distinctive tone and flavour of the Surreal. 
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Chapter V 

THE SURREALIST OBJECT 

Power, Immanence, and the Daemonic 

A. THE PERCEPTION OF THE OBJECT 

Consider, if you will, a group of abjects on a table. If you were 

ta pick up just one obj ect, and concent rate on that one onl y, you may f Ind 

a change in your perception of space occurring. The surroundlng abjects 

will seem to dlsappear as they occupy only vour peripheral VIsion, while 

the focus of your attention may appear larqer and more unIque as you 

concentrate on it. As you continue ta focus your attentIon on that one 

abject -- say, an apple, for example one of the things yau may dlscover 

is a quality of presence or a manner of eXlstIng that we calI 

"appearance". This quallty of appearance is a composite of seemlng, 

seeing, feeling, and reasoning that can be characterized as a gestalt. 1 

If you continue ta maintain yaur Vlsual attention on that one obJect (the 

apple) you will notice that it begins ta appropriate more psychologleai 

space as weIl as vlsual space. ThIS is an unavoidably sUbjectIve response 

that donates tn the abject of perceptIon a certaIn signIflcance or meanlng 

beyond its usual functional connotation ln a relative cantext. When 

isolated and seen "ln vacuo". sa ta speak, the abject presents an 

"expreSSIon" to the mind of the beholder. By disregarding or nulll fylng 

the surrounding space, the ImpreSSIon of the Slze of the abject WIll vary, 

for no relative context deflnes its size or function. In short, by 
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lsalating the obJect yau have remov~d the accepted frame of referenee, and 

hence changed the eantext of yaur perception. 

ThIS visual IsolatIon opens a new perceptIon of the abject, and 

grant.s lt a me>anlng out of proportion to its functional origin. It 15 

preclsely thlS prlnclple of perception that the Surrealists employ in 

their quest for a new vision of reallty. 

Some may call thls an "aesthetic response" ,2 although t.hat term is 

tao conflnlng wlth regard to the density of the perceptual response to 

reallty. It does not encompass that aspect of meamng expenenced as 

"expressive form". Some may call it a behav ioural response, 3 but this 

category neglects the element of self-determlnatian in personal judgement, 

and hence the choiee that occurs ln immediate perception. AIso, we 

cannat calI it a historical response, beeause it oecurs primarily in a 

cognItive cantext. We may. ln fact, calI the region of thlS response the 

imagination. The "aesthetlc emotion" lt most resembles 1s "the 

uncanny". 4 

ThlS extra-ordinary object is, then, the Surrealist abject. The new 

frame of reference created by its isolation lS cireumscribed by the 

lmaginatlon. Because it is defined by the imagination, the new meaning of 

the abject becomes infinitely flexible. And 1t is the imagination that 

forms the threshold between the real and the Surreal. 5 

If we canslder a paInting by Rene Magritte titled The Listening 

Chamber 1953, we flnd that thls new quality of perceptIon 1S expressed in 

the artlst's viSIon. (Figure 38). Magritte teases us with changes ln 

scale and context to create an impressIon whlCh anly on the surface 

resembles a verbal paradox: lnstead, he eonvincingly presents us w1th a 
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Figure 38. René Magritte. The Listening Chamber. 1953. 

Magritte teases us with changes in scale and context to create an 
impression which only on the surface resemble~ a verbal paradox; 
instead, he convincingly presents us with a visual impression that i6 
both contradictory and believable. Magritte here toys with our 
perception of reality by amplifying and intensifying a change in scale 
From the conceivable, empirical, or possible ways in which the apple may 
be viewed, to a point of extreme exaggeratlon whereby the inconceivable 
and impossible is made plausible. 
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visual impresslo~ that lS bath contradictory and believable. For example, 

if you were ta pick up an apple and brlng it close ta your eyes, It would 

appear larqer, welghtler, and more opaque Just as It does ln the 

palnting. A change ln scale From foreground ta background lS ln thlS 

manner, accomplished ln the palntlng. Magritte here toys wlth our 

perceptIon of reality by ampllfylng and lntenslfylnq a change of scale 

From the conceivable, empirlcal, or posslble ways in whlCh the apple may 

be viewed, ta a pOInt of extreme exaggeratlon whereby the Inconcelvable 

and Impossible lS made plausible. He thus achleves an expressIve, rather 

than an illuslonistlc use of space. Try as we may, lt IS well-nlgh 

ImpOSSIble ta imagine such a radical Shlft in scale as IS deplcted here, 

and yet thlS conception of the event IS made real through the artist's 

imagInatIon. 

The contrary effect i5 achieved through specific artlstlc 

conventions employed by the artlst: these Include the use of a vanlshlng 

pOlnt; one point perspe~tlve; illusionistic modelling of the apple and Its 

surroundlng space achieved by the medium of oil paInt; and the use of 

consistently believable light source From a well-defined wlndow, depicted 

at the slde of the painting. These conventlons achleve an atmosphere of 

illusion and believability that 18 contradicted by the llloglcal nature of 

the event depicted. Not only has Magritte created a vlsual contradIction, 

but it 18 stated in the form of a visual paradox, where both possIble and 

impossIble meanings must be entertalned simultaneously. The Size of the 

room IS acceptable only when one suspends dlsbelief about the enormous 

scale of the apple (WhlCh concelvably can occur at close-range 

perceptIon.) The context contradicts the subject. Intellectually, we are 

forced ta concelve of bath the near and the far perceptIons of space as 
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inextrlcably linked. 80th perceptIons are Intrinslcally correct, must be 

maintained simuitaneously, and therefore must be conceived of as a unlt. 

The subtext of the paintIng is Itself thlS amblvalence. 

A work WhlCh pursues thls type of contradlction even further lS 

MagrItte's Personal Values, of 1952 (Flgure 39). This work, tao, plays 

with transformatIons of scale and changes of relatlonshlp to pose an 

extraord1nary vlsual riddle. In it we see a group of objects derlvlng 

from the lntlmate act of daily qrooming, each portrayed ln adequate 

relatlon ta each other. The scale, each to each, lS empirically correct, 

recognizable, and true. But a radical change has taken place. The 

context lS not the expected settlng of a dresslng-room table, but the 

unexpected, Imposslbly 8mall bedroom, with walls of open skYe The obJects 

assume a glgant lC scale ln tlus "extra-ordinary" context. However 

lilogicai thlS image seems at flrst reading, these obJects do have an 

Internal IOglC of thelr own -- for through a klnd of Inverted reasonlng 

their scale 15 determined by their proximity to the body ln the famlliar 

activlty of groomlng. By placing these Intlmate obJects in an unfamlilar 

context, Magrltte accomplishes the seemlng impossibllity of maklng the 

famillar and Intlmate become strangely unfamillar and concealed. The 

enormous scale of the abjects and their relationshlp to one another 

contradlcts our usual expectatlons of the envlronment. The sensation of 

estrangement IS Intensified by the personal space of the bedroom that 

becomes an open fIeld of sky, suggestive of dream and revery. Not only ls 

thlS famillar context made strange through a radlcal shift ln scale, but 

the antithesls of the closed wall as the open sky lS Indlcated. And the 

summatlon of this series of contradlctlons emerges as the sense of the 

uncanny, the unfamiliar, and the Surreal. Magrltte thus destroys our 
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Figure 40. Rene Magritte. The Perfidy of Images. 1928-29. 

This deliberate provocation of the imagination -- a questionlng of the 
content of daily experience -- is triumphantIy stated ln a palnting 
allusively titied The Perfidy (or Treachery) of Images. The painting 
features a rather blandIy painted plpe on an empty ground, underneath 
which is wr it ten the mesage, "ceci n'est pas lI1e pipe" ••• The 
contradictlon invoked, then, is the distinction between our verbal 
construction of reality, expressed in the words, "une pipe", and the 
inexplicable presence of the material abject itself. 

Figure 39. Rene Magritte. Personai Values. 1952. 

This work, too, plays with transformation in scale and changes of 
relationship to explore an extraordinary visual riddle. ln it we see a 
group aF abjects derlving From the intimate act of daily grooming, each 
portrayed in adequate relation ta each other. Hawever illaglcal the 
image seems at first reading, these abjects do have an internaI loglc of 
their own -- for through a kind of inverted reasoning their scale is 
determined by their proximlty to the body in the familiar aet iv!ly of 
grooming. By plaeing these intimate abjects in an unfamlllar eontext, 
Magritte accamplishes the seeming impossibility of making the familiar 
and intimate become strangely unFamiliar and cancealed. 
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preconceptions of the poss~ble and the famil~ar, for by breaklng the 

relative context of our everyday perceptIon, he challenges our sense of 

reality. He Intentionally evokes a sense of sur-reality. 

ThIS dehberate provocatlon of the ImaglnatlOn -- a questIomng of 

the content of dally experience -- ~s trlumphantly stated ln a paIntIng 

allusively titled The Perfldy (or Treachery) of Images, 1928-29 also by 

Magritte. (Figure 40).6 The paIntIng features a rather blandly palnted 

pIpe on an empty ground, underneath wtHch lS wrltten the message, "ceCI 

n'est pas une pIpe": "this lS not a pIpe". The conventlonal 

interpretatlon of thlS aphorlsm, hence the wark as a whole, lS that It 

refers ta the fa ct the palnted Image of the pIpe lS not the same as the 

real pIpe, because it is an Image of an object.7 ThIS sort of 

interpretation barely scrapes the surface of Magritte's challenqe ta our 

perception. It lS of course, ObVlOUS, that a palnted lmaqe lS not the 

abject itself, but Magrltte's use of an liluslonlstic style ln deplctIng 

the pIpe, comb~ned wlth the dldactlc message underneath suggests Instead 

that the artlst Intended an actual suspenSIon of dlsbelIef, WhlCh allows 

us to Identify the painted image with the real objecte If thlS lS Indeed 

the case, as must be deduced from the formaI elements of the work, then 

the painting is intended to questIon our very conception of reallty as It 

is concelved through language. In effect, MagrItte effectlvely draws a 

dIstinctIon between the idea of the pipe, expressed ln the verbal 

construct (or "slgn" as the semiotlcians would have It8) "une pIpe", and 

the papable, visual reailty of the thing itself. The contradlctlon 

Invoked then, IS the dIstInction between our verbal constructIon of 

reallty, expressed in the words "une plpe", and the Inexpl1cable presence 

of the materlal object Itself. The very notIon that we can understand the 
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physlcal, vlsual world intellectually, through language. is brought into 

questlon. It is as if t~agritte were saylng, "Observe thlS -- but without 

namlnq Il''. 

1. The Cnsls of the ObJect 

The Surreallst "cr isis of the abject ,,9 was precipi tated by the 

Dadalst actlvlties of Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp was the first artist to 

engage in the product ion of "readymades". These were mass-produced, 

_ndustrlal abjects, WhlCh the artlst acquired and then exhiblted, 

decIslvely remaklng them as his own with the addItIon of hlS sIgnature and 

a t lUe. Duchamp has noted "Specify readymades ••• by planmng for such a 

moment to come (on such a day, such a date. such a moment) ta lnscrlbe a 

readymade" .10 ThIS seemlngly redundant actlvüy was ltself the IrOnlC 

butt of a gesture that had less ta do wlth the ObVIOUS banallty of the 

obJect than with the transcendence of that banality.11 

Aware of modern man 1 s Increasing allenatlon from his manufact ured 

envlronment, Duchamp took to exhibltlng lonely mass-produced objects, 

WhlCh he retrleved from their utllitarian contexte These obJects most 

frequently ellcit a peculiar fascinatIon ln the beholder; their Alienation 

From the fun ct lonal env lfonment places the perceptual emphasls on the 

qualltles of visual form, WhlCh are then percelved ln aIl their 

unlqueness. In exhIbItIon they acqulre a bIzarre InternaI Ilfe, a klnd of 

disassoclated sense of slglllflcance, suggestive of an elusive slgn 

lanquage that confounds the beholder. Jean BazaIne, a crItlc and 

contemporary of Duchamp, observes: 



Figure 41. Marcel Duchamp. Bottle Rack. 1914. 

Duchamp's enshrinement of the Bottle Rack, an ordinary object that he 
placed on a pedestal so that it stands out of its relative context, 
creates a new perception of the object. By placing the abject within 
boundaries, isolating lt on the pedestal, Duchamp breaks the continuity 
of mundane space and Introduces a point of absolute interest. Removed 
from its utilitarian context, the mass-produced abject loses its relatlve 
value, and the unique quality of visual form becomes more accessible. By 
distancing the obJect From its functional origln, a correspondlng 
psychological distance takes place in the mind of the viewer, and a new 
thought for the object is barn. 
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This boUle rack, torn from its utilitarian context and washed up on 
the beach, is invested with the lonely dignity of the derellct. 
Good for nothing, there to be used, ready for anything, it is 
alive. It lives on the fringe of existence its own disturbing, 
absurd l1fe. The dlsturbing object -- that is the flfst step to 
art. 12 

Duchamp's enshrinement of the Bottle Rack, 1914 (Figure 41) an ordinary 

object which he placed on a pedestal sa that it stands out of its relatlve 

context, creates a new perception of the object. By placing the object 

within boundaries, isolating it on the pedestal, Duchamp breaks the 

continuity of mundane space, and introduces a p01nt of absolute Interest, 

that exists in imaginaI or essentlal space. This imag1nai space 15 what 

Bazaine refers to as the "fringe" of existence -- it is the margln between 

the real and the unreal. Removed from its utilitarian context, the 

mass-produced object loses its relative value, and the unique quallty of 

its visual form becomes more accessible. In this way, the object becomes 

eharged with signifleance; it beeomes Intr1nsically 1nteresting as a 

"thing-in-itself".13 By distancing the obJect from ils functlonal orlgln, 

a eo~responding psychologieal d1stance takes place ln the mlnd of the 

viewer, ana 8 new thought for the object is borne 

This new perception of the object was entirely intentional on 

Duchamp's part. His Fountain of 1917 (Flgure 42) exemplifles his 

iconoclastie elevation of the banal to a penuitimate point of 

non-banality. Marcel Jean aptly points out that Duchamp follows the 

principle of dissociation favoured by that saint of the Surreallsts, 

Isadore Ducasse, le Comte de Lautréwllont: "Whenever a thought presents 

itself ta us as a commonly accepted truth, and we take the trouble to 

develop it, we will find that it is a discovery.,,14 Duchamp's Founta1n 

was an ordinary urinal that he entered in the 1917 Salon des Independants, 
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New York, Lnder the plebian nane of a "Mr. R. Mutt". Far more than just a 

hilarious gesture to "epater le bourgeouisie", (a respectable Dada motive, 

in any case) Duchamp's entry reveals an underlying seriousness of purpose 

that he calls "the lrony of affirmation" .15 Its reJection from the 

exhlbltlon prompted the following response from the artist, who answered 

to accusat lons of "plaglar lsm" and Il immoral i t y" as follows: 

Now Mr. Mutt's fountain lS not immoral, that ls absurd, no more than 
a bath tub is Immoral. It lS a flxture that you see every day in 
plumbers' show wIndows. 

Whether Mr. Mutt with his own 
has not importance. He CHOSE It. 
li fe, placed lt so that its use fui 
the new title and point of view -
abject. 

hands made the fountain or not 
He took an ordinary article of 
signlficance disappeared under 
created a new thought for that 

As for plumbing, that is absurdo The only warks of art America 
has given are her plumbing and her bridges. 16 

The implicit intention of the Fountain, as functional an object as one may 

hope ta flnd, was to make the ordinary unknown and unfamiliar. These 

readymades require a return ta the substance of everyday life, but with a 

new appeal ta the imagination. ln revisionlng the ordlnary, Duchanp 

creates a disturblng feeling of the extra-ordinary, and fulfills his goal 

ln creatlng "a new thought for the abject". Through the attraction of 

this "unknown ardinary", the perception of the object is imbued with new 

power and slgnificance. 

The formai principle that Duchamp exploits here is that of 

dIssociation, whereby the familial' is made unfamiliar through a change of 

the context of perception. 17 The abject, removed From its mundane 

context, surprises the viewer with the unexpected and the unique quality 

of Its forme But the respanse it evokes is not merely aesthetic. In an 

article tltled "The Crisis of the Object", 1936, Andre Breton observes: 



Figure 42. Marcel Duchamp. (Richard Mutt). Fountain. 1917. 

Duchamp's Fountain of 1917 exemplifies his iconoclastie elevation of the 
banal to a penultimate point of non-banality. The Fountain was an 
ordinary urinal that he entered in the 1917 Salon des Independents, New 
York, under the plebian name of a "Mr. R. Mutt". Far more than just a 
hilarious gesture ta "epater le bourgeouisie (a respectable Dada motlve, 
in any case) Duchamp's entry reveals an underlying seriousness of purpose 
that he calls "the irony of affirmation". The implicit lnt.entlon of the 
Fountain, as functional an abject as one may hope to find, was to make 
the ordinary unknown and unfamiliar. In revlslonlng the ordlnary, 
Duchamp creates a disturbing feeling of the extra-ordinary, and fulfills 
his goal in creating "a new thought for the abject". 
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It must be clearly understood, ta start wlth, that bath mathematlcal 
'objects' and paetlc 'objects' commend themseives to those who 
created them for entlrely other reasons than thelr plastic 
qualitles, and even If they should happen ta satisfy certaIn 
aesthetlc standards It would be wrong ta try ta Judge them from thlS 
standpoint. 18 

In Duchamp's readymades, we see that the abJect -- the Fauntaln or 

SottIe Rack -- by its lntroduction Into the museum or exhlbition space. 

breaks the contlnulty of mundane space and beglns ta Inhablt essentlal or 

extra-ordinary space. In this new context, It becomes a vehlcle for the 

imagination, WhlCh can then imbue it wlth potentlal slgnIflcance. The 

same uncovery of a heightened slgnificance ln the ordinary abject 15 seen 

ln another Iate Dadalst work, a collage by Max Ernst tltled, The Hat Makes 

the Man of 1919. (Figure 43). The piece lS cOl.iposed from collaged 

magazine advertisements for hats, aligned ln a progressIon across the 

paper. The hat lS, of course, a powerful cultural symbol. Breton wrltes 

that thlS work stems from an expenence ln WhlCh Ernst saw many hats on a 

coat rack maye From one slde of the room ta anather. 19 Absurdly witty. 

The Hat Makes the Man explores the strange powers of ldentlty that sucll 

obJects as hats exert over us. 

The 5urrealist predllectlon for the objet trouv~, or found abJect lS 

seen in the Surreallst Tray of Objects, complled by Salvador Dall for the 

"Exposition Surreallste d'Objets", in 1936. (Flgure 44). Dlscards from 

the flux of Ilfe, remnants of experience, the orIgInal functlon of these 

abjects, too, has become dlscarded. ObJects such as the worn sllpper al 

the right command Interest as thlngs ln themselves, as patentlally 

slgnificant forms that carry sorne unknown or Immanent meanlng. ThIS much 

has been said, and is generally accepted, of Surreallst art. But the 



Flgure 43. Max Ernst. The Hat Makes the Man. 1919. (above) 

The Hat Makes the Man is composed of collaged magazine advertisements for 
hata, aligned in a progression aeross the paper. The hat is, of course, 
a powerful cultural symbole Breton writes that this work stems from an 
experlence ln which Ernst saw many hats on a coat rack move from one side 
of the roam ta another. Absurdly witt y, The Hat Makes the Man explores 
the strange powers of identity that such abjects as hats exert aver us. 

FIgure 44. Salvador Dali. Surrealist Tray of Objects. 1936. 

The Surrealist predilectIon for the objet trouve or found abject is seen 
in the Surrealist Tray of Objects, campiled by Salvador Dali for the 
"Exposition Surrealiste d'Objets", in 1936. Oiscards from the flux of 
lire, remnants of experienee, the original functian of these objects tao, 
has become dlscarded. Objects such as the wcrn slipper at the right 
command interest as things in themselves, as potentially signlficant 
forms that carry sorne unknown or immanent meaning. By framing his 
Surreallst Tray of Objects, Oali distances the viewer from Its relative 
context, and, separated from functional existence, the objects assune a 
new pOlgnancy of meaning: far mor~ than nostalgie or aesthetic, the y 
remaln ambiguausly mysteriaus. 
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quest ion, "What lS the nature of this new meaning?" has yet to be asked, 

because our response is commonly claSSlfled under that remarkably 

ambiguous term, the Surreal. 

a) Ordinary and Extraordinapy Objects 

Our previous explorations into the h1story and etymology of this 

term, the Surreal, demonstrated a certain dual1ty of meaning whereby the 

natural and the supernatural become interfused. From an etymological 

standpolnt, then, the Surreal is the domain where the natural and the 

supernatural meet. ThIS deflnition is in Il ne wlth the Surrealist 

"philosophy of immanence", according to Wh1Ch, "Surreal1ty would be 

embodled in reality Jtself, and would be nelther superlar nor exterior ta 

l t. ,,20 The Surreal, then, is not a domaln outside of the realm oF 

everyday experience, but is a special dimensIon within It. As Breton 

states, " ••• the contalner would also be the contents. What l env lsage IS 

almost a communlcatlng vessel between the conta1ner and the contalned ••• l 

reJect categorlcally aIl inItIatives that would inevltably lead to the 

narrow isolatIon oF thought From life, or alternately, the strict dominion 

oF li Fe From thought. ,,21 Surreality and reallty, are, then, completely 

InterFused. 15 this a philosophicai perspective that was applied to the 

Surreallst object? Or do es it emerge From the abject llself? 

If we cansider Duchamp's Bottle Rack or Fountaln, Ernst's The Hat 

Makes the Man or Dall's Surrealist Tray oF Objects (Figures 41, 42, 43, 

44), we dlscover that a common feature of each is the IsolatIon of the 

abject From lts mundane context. Mireea Eliade suggests that "the proFane 

experlence ••• malntalns the homogeneity and henee the relativity of 

j 
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space. ,,22 By analogy, extra-ordinary or sacred exper lence breaks the 

continuity of mundane space. Discontinuity and boundary, then, are the 

features of the experlence of the sacred. If we extend thlS analogy, the 

elevatlon of the ordinary obJect in the form of the readymade or objet 

trouve breaks the continulty of mundane space, and lntroduces a new 

potential of meaning for that abject. The Surreallst object thus becomes 

the vehlcle for aIl sorts of unexpressed feellngs, perceptlons, and 

knowledge. The extra-ordinary, essential or lmaglnal nature of thls 

perception allows us ta see the object as a thing-in-itself, 1mbued wlth 

latent meaning as a vehlcle for thauqht. Hence, in the extra-ordinary 

domain of the Surreal, the obJect may assume a potentlal slgnlflcance that 

is infinttely flexIble. 

bJ The Sense of Significance 

But the new meaning of the Surreal abject has Ils raot ln a nexu8 af 

responses that we have called the weIrd, the uncanny, or the extra-

ordinary. This dimension is characterized by a response ta reallty that 

lS found in bath arch aie and modern experlence, that we have prevlously 

Characterlzed as the "numlnous". The nature of thlS perceptlon 15 

illumlnated by Susanne Langer: 

A mind to WhlCh the stern character of an armchair is more 
immedlately apparent than its use or lts positlon ln the roorn, 18 
oversensitive to expressIve forms. It grasps analogIes that a rIper 
experience would reject as absurdo It fuses senses that practlcal 
thinkir.g must keep apart. Yet It is just thlS crazy play af 
associatIons that exerClses the powers of symbollc transformatlon. 
To praject feelIngs inta outer abjects is the flfst way of 
symballzlng, and thus of conceiving those feellngs. 23 
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Langer 15 descr1blng the process by WhlCh we come ta know something, and 

she suqgests that a "sense of sigm ficance" IS essential ta the learning 

process. In faet. Il IS the one constant ln our knowlng. ThIS "sense of 

51g01 f1cance" 18 IndescrIbable ln logicai terms. It lS the common root of 

reason, rI te, and art: 

The earl1est man1festatlon of any symbol-maklng tendency lS llkely 
to be a mere sense of significance attached ta certaIn abjects, 
certaIn forms or saunds; a vague emotlonal arrest of the 
m1nd ••• aesthetlc attractIon, mysterlous fear ••• are probably the 
flrst manIfestations of that mental functlon which ln man become8 a 
tendency ta see symballcally .•• 24 

The Surreallsts emplay the prlnciples of juxtaposItion and IsolatIon 

to arouse a fresh perceptIon of the ordinary objecte Perhaps 

Inadvertently, they stumbled onto a prlmary phenomenon that we have called 

the uncanny, the welrd, or the extra-ordinary. The common denomlnator 

Ilnklng these phenomena lS the sense of significance: a sense of 

unspec1f1ed power or danger created by the dual attack of surprise and 

juxtaposlt1on. Thus the pr1mary characteristic of the Surreal lS an 

lrratlonal potency of meanlng that grants it power. Power 15 a "quallty 

of eXIstence that dlstlnguishes the unusual or extra-ordinary from the 

usual and ordlnary. ,,25 For example, by framing hlS Surreallst Tray of 

Objects, Dall thereby distances the viewer from its relative context and, 

separated From functlonal eXIstence, these abjects assume a new poignancy 

of mean1ng: much more than nostalgic or aesthetlc, they remain ambiguously 

mysterious. Hereln lles their power, for "when no slgn mamfests ltself 

It is provoked. A slgn is asked ta put an end to the tensIon and anxiety 

caused by relat1vlty and disorlentatlon 

pOInt of support. 1I26 

~n short, to reveal an absolute 
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The experience of an unspeclfled power lS qenerally accepted as the 

essentlal element of archalc religlous experlence. Archalc man 

exper leQCeS hlS env lronment ln terms of power. Gerardus Van der Leeuw has 

observed: 

We moderns have accustomed ourse Ives to regard thlngs as mere 
obJects wlth WhlCh we deal exactly as we please. Ta the pr1mltive 
mind, on the contrary, the thlng lS the bearer of a power: It can 
effect somebllng, lt has lts own 11 fe wtllch reveals ltself •.. Durlng 
an Important expedlt10n an Afrlcan Negro steps on a stone and crIes 
out: "Ha 1 You there?" and takes lt wlth hlm ta br Ing hlm good luck. 
The stone, as ~t were gives a hlnt that 1t lS powerful. 27 

In archaic or mythlc perceptlon, the abject lS taken as a pure 

presentatIon of the perceiver's imagInation, and thus becomes a veh1cle 

for aIl sorts of unconscious knowledge and fears. Ernst CassIrer sugqests 

that "ln mythlc conceptIon, hOHever, thlngs are not taken for what they 

mean indirectly, but for their Immedlate appearancej they are taken as 

pure presentat lons, and embodled ln the Imaginat 1On. ,,28 The SurrealIsts 

purposely explored this domaln of the imaqinatlon ln the1r art. Dadaism 

had prepared the path by declaring aIl cultural conceptlons null and 

vOld: Surrealism, ln turn attempted a fresh and dIrect V1Slon of reallty 

through the deliberate provocatlon of the unconSClOUS. Accordlng to Andre 

Breton, the Surreallsts almed at "a total revolutlon of the abJect" based 

on the bel1ef that, "one will dlscover more ln the real1 ty cancealed 

withw the entity than in the Immedlate data surrounding lt. ,,29 In fact, 

Breton systematized the a1ms of the Surreal1st art1sts: to brlng about a 

new perceptIon of the abject. 
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Figure 45. Meret Oppenheim. Fur-llned Tea-cup (Object). 1936. (above) 

Meret Oppenheim's uneomfortable Fur-lined Tea-eup of 1936 1S composed of 
a cup, saucer, and spoon covered with fur. The combinat1on of these 
elements evokes a disconcerting sensation that refutes the usual function 
of the tea-eup. Deliberately shocklng, the juxtapositlon of the fur and 
the eup empowers the abject by breaklng the boundary between the object's 
utilitarian or vernaeular meaning. and its new h1dden and oecult purpose. 

Flgure 46. Man Ray. Glft (Flat-iron). 1921. (left) 

Similarly, Man Ray's ominous Gift of 1921, an 1ran studded w1th nalls, 
contrasts the sImple mass-produced flat-iran w1th an lrratlanal element 
-- the nalls -- whlch contradlct 1tS usual funet1on. The impIlclt 
violence of this seemingly innnocuous abject is appdrent ln the denlal of 
its raIe through the intellectual contradiction of smoothing or teoring 
aroused by the obJeet's new farm. 

Figure 47. Man Ray. Object ta be Destroyed. 1932. (right) 

In Object ta be Destrayed the metronome lS transformed by the addit10n of 
an eye attached ta its pendulum. The disturbing presence of thlS ~eye of 
time~ i5 deliberately invoked; in addition to this llterai embodiment of 
the archalC or mythic image, it also evokes the equally dlsconcertlng 
feeling that "time is watchlng you". 
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2. The Altered Object 

In addltlOn to the found object and the readymade, the Surreahsts 

made composlte objects that we may call the altered abject. The "altered 

object" features an ordinary object transformed through the addl t Ion of 

some new, lrratlonal element. ThIS comblnatlon achleves a new meanlng 

through the juxtaposItIon of dIsparate thlngs. Artlsts such as Meret 

Oppenhelm, Man Ray, or Dall approprlate some cultural Icon, usually a 

household object, and radIcally transform It wlth the addItIon of sorne new 

and surprisIng element. Meret OppenheIm's uncomfortable Fur-Ilned 

Tea-cup. (Dejeuner en fourrure) of 1936, IS composed of a cup, saucer, and 

spoon covered with fur. (Figure 45). The combInatIon of these elements 

evokes a dlsconcerting sensatIon that refutes the usual functlon of the 

tea-cup. Dellberately shockIng, the juxtaposltlon of the fur and the cup 

empowers the abject by breaklng the boundary between the obJect's 

utilltarlan or vernacular meanlng and its new hidden and occult purpose. 

Slmllarly, Man Ray's ominious GIft of 1921, an Iron studded wlth 

nails, contrasts the sImple mass-produced flat-Iron wlth an Irratlonai 

element -- the nalls -- which contradlct Its usual functIon. (FIgure 

46). The implicIt vIolence of this seemingly Innocuous abject lS apparent 

in the denial of ltS role through the lntellectual contradIctIon of 

smoathing or tearing arollsed by the object' s new form. The malevo lent 

purpose of thlS object 15 aIl the more Intenslfled by ltS tltle -- Glft 

and ItS emergence From the mundane realm. In ObJect to be Destroyed, 1932 

also by Man Ray, the metronome lS transformed by the addItIon of an eye 

attached to ItS pendulum. (Fiqure 47). The dlsturbing presence of thlS 



1 

262. 

"eye of t~me" lS deliberately l.nvoked; in add~tIon ta thlS bteral 

embod1ment of the archaic or mythIc image, It also evokes the equally 

dlsconcert 1ng feellng that "t Ime IS watchlng you". 

The Impllclt vIolence of these composlte obJects 15 made expllcit in 

two Surreallst obJects by Vlctor Brauner and Salvador Dall. Both Dall's 

LotJster-telephone (1938-39, New York) and Brauner' S The Wol ftable 

(1939-47) oppose a manufactured obJect wlth an apparently allve anImal. 

(F Iqure 48, FIgure 49). It lS the conJ unct lon of these two elements that 

Int r 19ues us, for the new meanl.ng that ensues grants a clue ta the nature 

of the Surreal. Dall's Lobster-telephone (FIgure 48) supplants the 

telephone recelver wlth the crusty pink body of a lIve lobster, and the 

unIon of these two produces a new creature that l.S bath industrl.al and 

anImal. The formerly functional nature of thls blZarre obJect demands 

that we Imagine the activlty of pIcklng up the recelver to answer a call. 

It thereby creates a fep.llng of potentlal vlolence that calls forth the 

prerequlslte shudder of dread. By contrast, Victor Brauner's The 

Wolftable, (FIgure 49) exhlblted in the "Exposül.on Internationale du 

Surreallsme" ln Pans 1947, is even more directly v lolent. The Woi ftable 

confronts the Viewer wlth a sImple mass-produced table transformed by a 

snarl1ng wolf's head. The wolf turns back on !ts tall: the legs of the 

table have become wolf's legs. The entue obJect tWIsts ln on ltseH ln a 

paroxysm of VICIOUS anxlety. The overwhelming feellng of one of 

uncontrolled vlolence and danger. 



Figure 48. Salvador Oali. Lobster-Telephone. 1938-39. 

The implicit violence of these composite objects is made explicit in two 
Surrealist objects by Victor Brauner and Salvador Oali. Both Oali's 
Lobster-telephone (1938-39) and Brauner's Wolf table (1939-47) oppose a 
manufactured object with an apparently alive animal. It i9 the 
conjunction of these two elements that intrigues us, for the new meaning 
that ensues grants a clue to the nature of the Surreal. Oali's 
Lobster-telephone supplants the telephone receiver wlth the crusty pInk 
body of a lobster, and the unIon of these two produces a new creature 
that is both Industriai and anlmal •.• By contrast, VIctor Brauner's The 
Wolf table 15 even more directly VIolent. The entire obJect tWlsts lr10n 
itseITïJï a paroxysm of vlcioU9 anxlety. The overwheiming feel1ng 19 one 
of unccntrolled vlolence and danger. The wolf burst through the table; 
the lobster overtakes the telephone: these apparently lrratlonal 
conjlJnctlons uncover the eruption of anImal nature ln the dull realm of 
the artificlal, the industrial, and the commonplace. From thls 
combinat ion of elements we may draw forth the central metaphor of 
SurrElalist thought: the am.mallon of the Inanlmate. 

Figure 49. Victor Brauner. The Wolf table. 1939-47. 
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These altered objects do more than Just vlolate the Vlewer wlth the 

Intenslly of a IIcerebral revol ver-shot Il,30 although that, too, 15 part 

of thelr motive. In addition to the dellberate effect of shock, thAV a150 

evoke a special emotlon of raq~ and fear comblned. The uncannv alliance 

of these disparate obJects erupts into new ematlon, the bas1c metaphor of 

WhlCh is the cOlncldence of the natural and the artlflciai. The wolf 

bursts through the table; the lobster overtakes the telephone: these 

apparently lrrational conjunctlons uncover the eruptlon of animal nalure 

ln the dull realm of the artlflclal, the lndustrlal, and the commonplace. 

From thlS combInat ion of elements we may draw forth a central metaphor of 

Surrealist thought, that lS, the animatIon of the lnanlmate ~y Inchoate, 

Immanent power. The metaphor can also be dlstlngulshed and characterlled 

by this constellatIon of themes: the destructIon of reason by the 

lrrationîl, the overcomlng of rlgld convention by exuberant nature, and 

the trlumph of fecund chaos over sterlle arder. These IIflelds of tenslon ll 

are descrlbed ln a statement by Andre Breton from IIThe Cnsls of the 

ObJect ll 1936: 

Here, as elsewhere, the mad beast of convention must be hunted 
down. There are weapons at hand, Slnce common sense cannat prevent 
the world of concrete obJects, upon WhlCh It founds 1ts hateful 
reglme, from remalnlng lnadequately guarded or from belng 
effectively undermined on aIl sldes. Poets and artlsts JOln forces 
with scholars at the he art of these 'fields of tensIon' created ln 
the Imagination by the reconcillation of two dlfferent Imaqes. ThIS 
abillty to reconclle the two lmages allows such people t.G lranscend 
the generally Ilmltlng factor of the obJect's manlfest eXistence. 
Wlth thlS new focus, on the contrary, the same obJect, however 
complete It may seem, reverts to an infinile series of latent 
possibilities WhlCh are not pecullar to lt and therefore entall Its 

f t , 31 t rans orma Ion... • 
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a) The Motive for Metaphor 

The prlnciple of metaphor lnvoked in The Wolf table and the 

Lobster-telephone lS central to Surreallst art. In these examples as in 

others, we see the metaphorical ldentlflcation of two dIsparate elements, 

the anImal and the manufactured or the natural and the artIflclal. 

The resultlng combination conveys a new meaning that envelops and 

transforms the lntrlnslc quaiities of each. The arbltrary nature of these 

astanlshlng unIons recalls the classlc statement of Surrealist Intent, 

expressed ln Lautréamont's InJunctlon to employ chance or coincidence: 

"He lS as beautlful as the cOIncldence on a dlssectwg table of a sewlng 

machIne and an unbrella.,,32 The contradlctlon of these apparently 

unrelated elements creates the new sensatIon of the Surreal. 

Accordlng ta André Breton, Surreallsm deSlres ta preclpltate a 

"crlSlS of the abject" through "the same klnd of transcended contradlctlon 

WhlCh Lautréamont and RImbaud used .•• as a means of achleving a total 

dlsruptlon of senslblilty by routlng aIl ratlonal habIts, erasing the 

dlstinction between good and eVll, expresslng strict reservations about 

the hegemony of the caglto ••• and reveallng the marvel:ous ln everyday 

11fe".33 

The process through whlCh this transformatlon of the obJect lS 

effected demonstrates a fundamental prlnciple of the creatlve lmagination 

that we may calI metaphorical identification. Metaphoricai identIflcatlon 

lS a functlon of the poetlc Imaglnatlon whereby external reallty lS 

transformed Into its subJectlve, symbollc equlvalent ln the Ilfe of the 

mlnd. 34 As we have seen, the Isolatlon of the obJect ln Surreallst art 

arouses a sense of slgnlflcance by calling our attention to the quality of 
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expressive form. In thlS way, the artlst ellclts the Intrlnslc qualltles 

of the thlng itself, and a new role for the object lS created. Th1s new 

meanlng lS conveyed through metaphorlcal thlnklnq. ln metaphor: 

the attltude lS compres8ed ... d18tllled into a slngle pOlnt ..• onlv b\ 
thlS process of dlstlilatlon lS the pecullar essence found and 
extracted Whlch 18 to bear the speclal accent of slgnlflcance. AlI 
llght lS concentrated ln one focal pOlnt of meanlng, whlle 
everythlnq else that Iles outslde these focal pOlnts of verbal or 
mythic conceptlOn remalns pracllcally Inv lSlble. 1 ') 

In the altered obJect as ln the readymade, each part 15 dIstllled 

Into ltS correspondlng symbollc essence. But ln the altered obJect, the 

component parts are blended Into a new meanlng wlth a stranqely ambivalent 

result. The obJect has accumulated symbollc power, for the JuxtaposItion 

of the two Images creates an unnatural, extra-ordlnary presence. Mlicpn 

Eliade observes that, "the unknown and the extra-ordrnary arf' dlsturhlnq 

eplphanles -- they Indlcate the presence of somethlng other than the 

natural; the presence, or at least the call of that somethlng. ,,36 

Through the Juxtaposltion of Forelgn elements, the altered abject 

surprlses the Vlewer with ItS unusual presence, and therefore acqulres 

symbollc power and latent meaning. The usual functlon of the table or 

telephone 18 shattered by the Introductlon of the anlmal form. ln thlS 

way the abject IS anlmated by the presence of a new reallty. The 

utilltarian context lS destroyed, the contlnulty of ordlnary space broken, 

and the abject, set apart from ItS usual frame of reference, lS lsolated 

and elevated to new meanlng. The Wolf table 15, ln a sense then, barklnq 

at the wor Id. A disturblnq new creature 15 born. The transformed abject 

implles the uncanny anlmation of the Inanlmate that surrounds the 

Surreallst mannequin, the doll, and the double. The prlnclple employed 15 

that of metaphorical identification. 
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l;) MetaphoY' and Magio 

Ernst CaSSIrer suqgests that metaphor, "being the clrcumlocutlon of 

one ldea HI terms of another, has definite motIves arlSlng from a magicai 

Vlew of the world.,,37 t~etaphor Ical Ident l ficat Ion compresses two or 

more Imaqes ta form a new construct of the Imaqlnatl.On. In thlS manner, 

the J uxtaposed Images are symbol1cally transformed Into new meanlng. In 

the maqicai view of the world, the fundamental prInclple lS pars pro toto 

or the part suggests the whole. ThIS is demonstrated by the archalC magIc 

of toenails or other body parts that have the power to evoke, by 

aSSOcIatIon, the whole person. Sympathetic magIc operates through the 

assumpt Ion that "things act on each other at a dIstance through a secret 

sympathy, the Impulse being transmIt ted From one to another by Inv ISlble 

power.,,38 Slmllarly, the Surreallst altered object provokes by the 

"secret sympathy" Immedl.ately created by the juxtaposltlOn of !ts dual 

essences. In these transformed obJects the anImal parts aione suggest an 

Instinctual vIolence breaking through rigid conventl.on. The new, hybrid 

form characterlstl:ally ellclts a premonltl.On of potential vIolence, 

blended with a sensatIon of gruesome faSCInatIon for the extra-ordinary 

sight. The addl.tion to the commonplace object of doll, mannequl.n, or 

anImal parts, fur, feathers, or an unblinking eye evokes aIl the gothic 

attractIon of the monstrous and the daemonlc: 

A particularly cunnlng anImal, anything novel f any monstrouslty, aIl 
these are clearly marked out as exceptional •.•• Anything unusual, 
unIque, perfect or monstrous at once becomes imbued with 
maglco-rellqlous powers and becomes an object of veneration or feal' 
accordinq to the clrcumstance ••• 39 
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3. The Daemonic/Divlne ObJect 

Surreallsm effects a magicai world-vlew whereby the ordlnary obJect 

is Imbued latent meanlng and extraordlnary, Inchoate power. ThIS 15 the 

power of the daemonlc: "mysterlous, energetlc, non-ratlonal, 

non-moral".40 The daemonIc has no specl fIC shape or form; it lS, 

rather, chaotic and formless. It lS feit as a primary force that InspIres 

"daemonlc dread" or fear: 

ThIS fear or dread lS not like natural fear, for Il lS Imbued wlth 
the welrd, the eerle, the uncanny. But Iike natural fear, It can 
assume a major or minor form. StIll, It remalns dlstInctlve. For 
example, our shudder at a well-told ghost story, though less urgent 
than our natural fear ln a burnlng bUIldIng, remalns nevertheless 
different ln klnd: It 15 a mlnor numlnous feelIng. 50 Intenslty 15 

not essentlal ta the numlnous It5elf. althaugh the most 5trlkJnq 
Instances ••• wlii naturally be Intense. 41 

The fear and anXlety that the Surreal abject Drovokes ls accornpl,shed 

through a dlscancertlng change ln orientatIon that threatens the Vlewer 

wlth the danger of vIolent dlsorder. It IS the exceptional and unusual 

quality of the Surreallst object that pOInts ta the amorphous potency of 

the daemonic; for "thlS sarne fear, thls sarné scrupulous reserve applles to 

everything allen, strange, new -- that such astonishing thlngs should be 

present is the sign of a force that, however much It lS ta be venerated, 

may be dangerous.,,42 The emotlonal attractIon and repulslon aroused by 

the Surreall.st abject, combl.ned with ItS vlsual contradlctlons, 15 

percel.ved as threatening and dangerous. And withln thlS Implled danger we 

fwd a parallel ta the Idea of "the weud".43 In Taboo, Franz SteIner 

notes: 
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AlI situations of danger, not merely those created by taboo
breaking, are soclally or culturally deflned, and It lS preclsely 
thlS relatlonship between the deflned danger and the restrlctive 
pattern WhlCh we should study ... 

Danger lS not a quantltatlve concept ... To face danqer lS to face 
another power. The older meanlng of the Engllsh word 'danqer' IS 
'power', 'Jurlsdlctlon', 'domlnlnon', the 'power to dlspose of or ta 
harm'''.LJ.4 

In short, "danger" possesses exactly the same quality of anblValent power 

that we found in the Dld Engllsh term, the wyrd. 

a) WiLf'l'edo Lam and Haitiarz Voodoo 

A work by the Cuban Surreallst, Wllfredo Lam45 , brings aIl the 

themes thus far dlscussed together ln a new urgency of maanlng. Lam's 

Altar for 'La chevelure de Falmer" (an allusion to Lautreamonl 's Les 

Chants de Maldoror) was exhlblted ln the 1947 "Exposltlon Internationale 

du Surrealisme" in Paris. (Flgure 50). Accordlng to Sarane Alexandflan, 

the exhlbltlon was conceived as a series of inltiations Into the 

lnelu~table meaning of Surreallsm. The vlsitor had ta pass through 

severai passages includlng the "degrees of Ideal knowledge" WhlCh wat; 

represented by "a red staircase made up of twenty-one steps ln the forms 

of splnes of books, whose tltles -- the Sermons of Master Eckhardt, 

Fraser's Golden Bough, Rousseau's Les Reverles du promeneur solltalre, 

Swedenborg' s Memorabilla -- indlcated the degrees of Ideal knowledge. 1145 

The viewer then passed through a "Hall of Superstltlons", and contlnued 

through several passages untll he entered the "lnitlatory labyrlnth, where 

visitors were gUlded by a transparent Arladne's thread."47 Alexandrlan, 

who was an active Surreal1st during the post--war penod, pOInts out: 
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Here, twelve octagonal recesses, llke the cells of a honeycomb, w~re 
set out as altars, dedicated, after the pattern of pagan cuIts, ta 
belngs or LO abjects capable of beIng endowed wlth a mythical Ilfe. 
50 they were consecrated to anlmals ••• to phantom objects ..• and ta 
flctlonal characters ••. 48 

It was here that o~e could flnd WIlfredo Lam's Altar and The Wolf table by 

VIctor Brauner. 

The 1 ':147 "ExposItion InternatlOnale du Surreallsme" was organized to 

express the Surreallsts' need to develop a collective myth, a new myth for 

the modern perlod. Many of the Surreallsts had studied myth and magIC 

formally: Kurt Sellgman wrote a treatlse on magIC, Michel LeIrIS was a 

professlonal ethnographer, Miru had become fasCInated by the 

anthropologlcal theorles of Levy-Bruhl, and Andre Breton hlmself had 

become a devotee of alchemIcal and occult Ideas, which he descrIbed ln 

hlS book Arcane Dix-Sept of 1945. 49 Of Wilfredo Lam, Breton wrltes: 

Lam, who startIng from the prImItlve myth he bore wIthIn hIm, and 
asslmllatlng on hlS way the most learned diSCIplines of European 
art, had attalned the hlghest pOInt of conSClousneBS, which was his 
poi~t of contact wlth the artlst -- Picasso -- who, starlng from the 
most complete masterv of the disclpllnes of art, had come ta pasit 
the necessity of a continuaI return ta first principles ln arder to 
renew contact with the myth. (1941). se 

Lam was barn of a Cuban-black mother and a Chinese father. His 

exotlc past certaInly appealed to the Surreallsts, whom he joined upon his 

arrlval in Paris ln 1942. 51 PIcasso became a great admirer of Lam's 

work, and vlrtually adopted the gifted young artist, introduclng hlm to 

his Surrealist colleagues. He was fascinated ln particular with Lam's 

dlrect knowledge of Haitian voodoo that was expressed in totemic 
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compositlons in the work of the 1940's. The myths and magic of voodoo, 

expressed ln the concretlzed forms of human limbs or animal rarts, formed 

the primary Insplratlon for lam's art. HIS objects and hlS paintIngs make 

use of abstracted human 11mbs comblned wIth amblguous references to anlmal 

parts, suggestlve of the practice of voodoo rltuals. In the Altar, the 

positloning of the flgure 0n the elevated platform, and ltS strategle 

location withln the Surrealist labyrlnth intentlonally suggests an 

Improvlsatlon on the theme of archalC Haltlan m8glc. 

One takes hold of the thread, then, and wanders Into the labyrlnth. 

In the Altar one lS confronted by the astonishing sight of a humanold 

creature that holds aloft two menaclng butcher-knlves. ThlS ambiguous 

creatlon is femlnlne ln gender, yet lS wlthout lndlvlduallty. The 

faceless head IS covered by a mass of hair that renders the obJect 

unrecognizable, yet which grants it an undeniably human presence. The 

bilatera] symmettry of thlS bizarre figure reinforces the lmpresslon of a 

religious icon, albelt of an improbable and crude so~t, for symmetry 

establishes the pattern of hleratlc art: ltS purposeful, lf slmple and 

even primitive geometry dellvering a palpable vlsual strength. The 

creature' s four breasts are bound around with a large sash, placed sa as 

to cnnflrm the hieratlc function ot the flgure. The four breasts are 

bound and thereby withheldj yet displayed through the very confIguratIon 

of the blnding. This bindlng alludes to n~thlng so much as archalC 

fertillty carvings, including the stalsctite breasts in the prehlstorlc 

caves at le Combel, or even more sa, the Venus of Wlllendorf. But Lam's 

Altar IS beyond alluslon; It possesses a visual impact and an emotionai 

urgency directly related ta Lam's associatlons with Haitian maglc from hlS 



Flgure 50. Wilfredo Lam. Altar for 'La chevelure de Fatmer'. 1947. 

In the Altar one lS confronted by the astonishing sight of a humanaid 
creature that halds aloft twa menacing butcher-knives. This ambiguous 
creatiQn is Feminlne in gender, yet is without indIvlduëllty. The 
Faceless head is covered by a mass of halr that renders the abject 
unrecogrHzable WlllCh grants it an undeniably human presence. The 
bilateral symmettry of thlS bizarre flgure relnforces the impression of a 
religlous icon, albelt of an Improbable and crude sort, for s~/mmettry 

establlshes the pattern of hieratlc art: its purposeful, if 5imple and 
even prlmitlve geometry deliverlng a palpable visual strength. 

FIgure 51. Joan Miro. Head of a Woman. 1938. (below) 

Joan MIro's Head of a Woman is remarkably similar in form and content ta 
Lam's Altar. Both works employ the idea oF the feminine as a sign for 
daemonic power. Mlro's painting descrlbes a fIgure which is only 
nominally that of a woman. He presents us instead with a primordial 
beast, half-animal, half-insect, that is a visual embodiment of emotional 
rage. 
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Chlldhood ln Cuba. The Surreal Intent of the Altar IS made aIl the more 

force fuI tnrouqh the maglcal use of body substances WhlCh calI forth a 

human presence, and by the elevatlon of the figure, as weIl as Its dIrect 

reference ta sorne Imaglnary magIc ritua.L. Holding aloft the knlves, the 

fIgure lS naturally threatenlng and repellent: nevertheless, the addltlon 

of female body parts makes It Intentlonally seductive and perversely 

attractIve. The ambivalent meaning of thlS abject creates the feellng of 

the Surreal. 

The sexual references and maglcal Intent of the Altar by Wllfredo 

Lam are not an isolated example ln the development of a 5urreallst 

iconography. The "cult of love" or anour fou was an essentlal motIf for 

the Surreallsts that referred to the all-consumlng love of a man for a 

woman. 52 It was descrlbed ln the publlcation of Andre Breton's 

alchemlcal treatlse Arcane DIx-Sept, in 1945. But lS also presages the 

Surreallst fasclnalion with the Image of woman, not commonly depicted as 

an Indlviduai person but as an archetypal Ideal. In Surrealist thought, 

the feminine i5 linked to the fecundity of the Imagination. The 

Indlvldual woman may Insplre romantic love, but the idea of woman as a 

mysterious procreative force that oomehow was closer to the mysteries of 

the universe took frantlc hold of the Surrealist Imagination. The 

plethora of Surrealist art, poetry, and literature that deals wlth the 

subject of the f~mlnlne, If aften ln ambivalent ways, suggests that the 

Image of woman lS a key concept in Surreallst thought. In fact, most of 

these works present the Idea of the feminine as sornethlng powerful, 

samething to be reckaned wüh, and samething "wholly ather" than the 

mundane lire of men and wamen. The representatlan or allusion to the 
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femlnlne through select body parts ln Surreallst art lS often shockIng and 

sometlmes horrlfic, and certainly has less the Impact of sexual allure 

than that of the severlng of the Idea of sexual vltallty From personhood. 

Thus the feminlne lS seen as a maqlcal holy/daemonlc entlty that 

transcends the purely erotlc and secular Ideals of playful and compIlant 

female sexuality that are presented ln other artlfacts of Western culture 

such as pornography. 

bJ Mi~o, P~ehisto~y, anà Magic 

Joan Mlrols Head of a Woman of 1938 lS remarkably Slmllar ln form 

and content to Lam 1 S Altar. (FIgure 51). Bath works employ the Idea of 

the femlnine as a slgn for daemonic power. Mlrols palntlng descrlbes a 

fIgure WhlCh is only nomlnally that of a woman. He presents us Instead 

wlth a prlmordial beast. half-anlmal, half-lnsect, that 15 a vlsual 

embodiment of emotlonal rage. Palnted ln colours of black, red, and 

yellow, the Insectlde figure flalls ItS arms ln feroclous anxlety. The 

horriflc character of thlS Image lS not Intended to shock or to gratlfy 

aesthetically; rather, Miro suggests that it lS a slgn for a state of 

psychic menace: 

When 1 make a large female sex image lt is for me a goddess, as the 
birth of humanlty • 

••• It is a fecundity fIgure, but aIl the same It lS menaclng, 
on the right and on the left. above and belaw, we are menaced. 53 

MiraIs acqualntance with prehlstorlc art has recently been 

documented. 54 From the wrltlngs of the French anthropologlst, 

Levy-Bruhl, Mua denves the idea of "slgn" wlth whlCh he buttresses his 
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ovm vlsual slgn-language. The "slgns" that Muo creates to convey hlS 

mcanlnq are not, however, one-dimenslonal messages to be decoded and 

answered, but are rather an attempt to Institute an entlrely new cosmology 

ln hlS art.'5 Intrlyued by the orlglns of thought and art, MIro 

conceived of hlS paInted UfllVerSe as representlng certaIn ImpulsIons 

towards maqic and metaphor that could communlcate emotional meanlng to the 

subconsc lOUS or untutored mlnd. Everythlng lS expllc l t ln thlS art, 

nothlng lS veiled: but the Vlewer must become accustomed to the expressIve 

sIqn language that the artlst uses. Llke traces of atom-movement, Miro 

repeats the patterns of waves or clouds; he uses child-llke symbols to 

represent stars, llpS or appendages to stand for people. The whole image 

operales ln a kInd of floatlng or dreamlng space that has no deflnlte 

horIzon llne or boundaries. The effect of space lS achieved by 

transmutatIons of layers of colours that merge in and out of each other ln 

dlfferent tones. But the backdrop resembles nothing 80 much as hypnagogic 

imagery: 56 those VISIons seen by the mlnd's eye Just befo~e falllng to 

sleep or when looklng up at the sun through closed eyellds. T~lS 

dream-VIslon 18 the most obvious effect of MIraIs "surreal1ty", although 

Its source ln phenomenal vlsual experience has seldom been noted. 

In two works that date from 1934, both titled Warnan, Miro portrays 

an agitated, semi-humanold fIgure that is beset by anxiety. (Figure 52, 

Flqure 53). The drawings are completed ln chalk pastel, a pliable medium 

that permlts much erasure and movement of the forms on the paper. 57 No 

doubt thlS medIum alded MIro ln his automatistlc and spontaneous 
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searchHlg-out of the forms of these flgures. Some have suggested that 

Mlro's lmages of women from thls perlod reflect hlS growlng apprehension 

et the development of Fasclsm ln Europe,58 but thlS seems a too 

slmpllstlc correlatlon of external pOlItIcs wlth the Internal search for 

the "marvelous" that Huo and other 5urreal1sts expressed as the root of 

theu art. And an analysls of Muo's polltlcal lntent cannat accolJnt for 

the decldely daemonlc characterlzatlon of these fIgures. 

In the two dra~ings, the gender of the figure lS exaggerated ln an 

expresslve style. Tht female sex lS seen as a dark, devourlng orIfIce 

that recalls both archalc fertlllty Imaqery and BaudelaIre's satanIC 

conceptIon of woman. S9 The fIgures are not human, but are rather 

conflgurations of natural obJects, that are, ln fact, rather closely 

allled to Picasso's slmpl1stlcally tltled "bone and stone serIes" of the 

same tlme perlod (1928-38).60 Llke Plcasso, MIro composes the fIgures 

from bone-like elements, or from amorphous shapes resembllnq mlcroscopIC 

biologlcal creatures llke the amoeba -- hence the t lt le "bIomorphlc 

abstract Ion" often appended to thlS genre of Surreallst art. However, the 

similaritles between the bone and stone serIes of PIcasso and the work of 

Mua of thlS tlme are remarkably InsIstent: both PIcasso and Ml ro compose 

a figure from slill 11fe elements, and the Inanlmate quallty of these 

"bone and stone" fragments creates a strangely amblValent presence. The 

still llfe has become the fIgure. If we consider thlS thought, we find a 

type of Intellectual pun ln French that would naturally appeal to the 

Surreal1st sensibillty: "Nature morte deVlent corps VIvant" ,61 The 
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lnanlmate quallty of the stlil-llfe parts contradlcts the vehement 

emotlonal expressIon of the fIgures. The threatenlng character of these 

Imaqes, both ln the dlsturblng nature of thelr vlsual contradIctIons and 

ln the atmosphere of torrentlal dlstress, suggests a co-allgnment of the 

femlnlnE' and the daemonlc ln Ivlnols work. Rudolf Otto descflbes the 

manner ln WhlCh the daemonlc lS communlcated ln art: 

the methods by WhlCh the numlnous feelIng lS represented and evoked 
are indire~t ••• one of the most prlmltlve of these WhlCh lS later 
felt more and more ta be Inadequate, untll It lS flnally and 
altogether dl sCHrded as "unworthy" 15 quüe naturally the "fearful" 
and horr Ible, and even at tlmes the revolt Ing and loathsome. 62 

MIro Intentlonally evokes an aura of pSyChlC menace ln these slgns of the 

Femlnlne. 



Figure 52. Joan Miro. Woman. 1934. (1eft) 

In two works that date From 1934, both titled Warnan, MIro portrays an 
agitated seml-humanoid figure that is beset by anxiety. The drawlngs are 
comp1eted ln chaik pastel, a med1um that perrn1ls much erasure and 
movement oF the Forrns on the paper. In the two drawInqs, the gender oF 
the fIgure 1S exaggerated ln an expresslve style. The femaie sex 18 seen 
as a dark, devoufing orlfice that recalis both archalC fertlilty Imagery 
and 8audela1re l s satanIc view of woman. 

The threatenIng character of these lmages, bath ln the dlsturbing 
nature oF the1f vlsual contradlctions and ln the atmosphere of torrentiai 
distress, suggerts a co-allgnment of the FemInine and the daemonlc in 
Mirais work. Miro Intentlonally evokes an aura of pSyChlC menace ln 
these slgns oF the FemInlne. 

Figure 53. Joan Miro. Woman. 1934. (rlght) 
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B. THE DAEMONIC AND THE FEMININE IN SURREALISM 

The daemomc Vlew of woman had been present in European cult ure for 

some tlme before the development of Surreallsm, but was ostenslblv more 

vislble since the surprislngly influentlal Symbollst movement of the latp 

nineteenth century, when the image of the decadent "femme fatale" becarne 

popular in art and Ilterature. Obvious references such as WllliRm Butler 

Yeats' "la belle dame sans merci", or the attractIve and corrupted fIgures 

of Ferdinand Khnopff, Edvard Munch, and Dante Gabrlel RossettI Immedlatelv 

come ta mind. This Image of the femme fatale, the "dark lady" or the 

qUixotlC sphinx, (Figures 21,22,24 ta 31) unfortunately has been seen 

more as indicatlve of social trends such as the emanclpatlon of women, 

than as the symptom of a fundamental shlft ln attItude ln the structure of 

European civ ilizatlOn. 63 The" femme fatale" bespoke a radIcal chanqe ln 

belief that was effected by the multlple occurrences of the breakdown of 

faith in organlzed rellglon, its secular and Intellectual reJectlon, and 

the coming to frultlon of several domlnant and long-standIng themes ln 

European culture. These themes were the archalc, the occult, and the 

daemonic. The archalc, as we have seen, was an expresslon of that "searcll 

for origlns" that had obsessed European man Slnce the tlme of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, and, before hlm, the Renalssance. 64 The propenslty to go 

plcklng about ln the bones of the past to recreate the classlc Golden Aqe 

was an archaeloglcal actlvlty ~hat consumed the RenaIssance Intellectual, 

and It opened new conceptlons of the world, Introduclng the pagan 

Graeco-Roman world-vlew Into sympathetlc Identlflcatlon wlth the Blble. 

Occultlsm, ln turn, had been present ln European culture throughout the 

Dark Ages in the form of wltchcraft, astrolùgy, and alchemy -- pagan 
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remnants surv1v1ng from the Corpus Hermeticum and the mystery religions 

that had somehow Deen tolerated throughout the ascension of 

Chr1st1an1ty.65 The daemonlc had gone hand ln hand wlth the other two. 

Of pagan remanant.s, ü alone remalned the most dlfflcult ta assimilate and 

1ncor~orate into the Judaeo-Chrlstlan wcrld-vlew. Although It 15 apparent 

ln t.he Old testament Images of "the wrath of Gad", the burning bush, the 

flood, and the Book of Jo~,66 It resisted the theologlcal proofs that 

preoccup1ed Chr1st1an scholastlc thlnkers 1n the medleval and early 

Rena1ssance per lods. The daemonic therefore remalned the most. threatening 

element that had survlved throughout Western Intellectual hlstory. 

From the archalc Graeco-roman past came IntImatIons of gods and 

qodesses who were nelther good nar omnIpotent, but among them each had 

special powers of control that cauld affect the Ilfe of man. Among these 

archalC belngs one flnds the goUess Cybele, dear to the French poet 

Nerval, who had been resurrected ln the imagery of his poems Les 

Chlmeres. Cybele 18 the "sibyl. au visage Latin"" the Lat ln slbyl who 

sleeps under the arch of Constantine ln Nerval's poem Delfica. She is 

assoclatpd with the daemonic, with caves and grottos, and with the 

underworld, and she is known as "the Mother of Wild Beasts", or "the Great 

Mother of the Gods". But is is less the specl fic delty that is Invoked in 

Nerval's poems than a compOSIte of aIl the anClent gods and goddesses 

whom, he predlcts, wIll return: "I1,s reviendront" oes Dieux que tu 

p~eu2"es toujours!l1,e temps va ramener 1,'ordre des anoiens jours ••• " 67 

Michaelanqelo, tao, earller had attempted a pagan-Christian 

cross-fertillzation ln the neo-platonic strategies of hi~ Sistine Chapel 

Cel.lwg; here, the Cumaen Slby l, the follower of Cybele, prophesies the 

birth of a new relIgIon. But ln Nerval's VISIon the two elements are 
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aga~n sundered and the earth trembles w~th anClent prophecles: "La tel"l'e 

a t'l'essaiL Li d'un souffLe p:t'ophetique". 68· In Rome, Cybele became thE' 

goddess of Fale or Tellus Fortuna who could pronounee the destlny of men. 

Her raIe was essentlally the sarne as that of the Indlqenous Celtle 

goddesses of the Gaulic reglons, the three Moirae, the gondesses of the 

wyrd. This latter triad figures promlnently in later llteralure, more 

part~eularly ~n the "weud sisters" of Macbeth, where they arE' popularly 

conceived of as wltches. 69 In the slxteenth century, then, we flnd the 

revuJs~on towards paganism, wltcheraft, and the occult, as somethlng 

he~nous, blasephemous, and repugnant, although, It must be stated that 

Shakespeare did not always see It 50, especlally ~n The Tempest, where 

occult mag~c ~s elevated ta supernatural power. Here the occult and the 

archa~c meet, and reemerge ~n the insoluble problem of the daemonlC. It 

was the daemonlc element ln both cultural formulat lOns of the pagan past 

-- the occult sciences and the revival of antiqu~ty -- that remalned the 

least accessible, and the most fascinatlng ln ItS blasphemous pot entlal. 

Indeed, It ~s the threatenlng power of the daemonic that lS obJectlfled in 

the fiqures of the anc~ent goddesses, Cybele, the Mouae, or the Wyrd, 

that i8 seeded in the Symbollst image of the femme fatale. 

That seductive yet curiously minor chord of Symbollst art, portrayed 

in allunng illustratlOns in the work of artlsts from Rossetti ta Munch, 

proved palatable ta Surrealist tastes wh~nce it assumes a major raIe ln 

their iconography. Incorporated into the Surrealist vocabulary, the 

daemonic v iew of woman, prev iously seen as the symbol ist "femme fat ale" , 70 
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assumes a new morphology and meaning that reflects and preflgures certain 

rellglo-philosphlcal changes ln out look ln the modern perlod. But unlike 

the Symbollst sphInx, the Surrepllst IncarnatIon of the daemonic as se en 

ln Larn's Altar or I~lro's Woman does not allude: it is. "The 

daemonic-dlVlne obJect may appear ta the mlnd an obJect of horror and 

dread, but at the same tlme lt lS no less something that allures wlth a 

potent charrn. The mystery lS not merely sameth1ng ta be wandered at but 

something that entrances .•. ,,71 

1. The "Femme Fatale" and the Surreallst Image of Woman. 

Th is difference between the Symbollst "femme fatale" and the 

Surreallst Vlew of the femlnlne ls 1llustrated by two works from the 

respective movements, Oedipus and the Sphinx 1864, by Gustave Moreau and 

The Robinq of the Bride by Max Ernst, executed nearly ninety years later, 

ln 1939. The dlfference lS that of allusion as opposed ta ~manence. In 

Oedlpus and the Sphinx (FIgure 54) Moreau presents us wlth the moment in 

which Oedlpus al"swers the sphlnx' s nddle: "What goes on four feet, on 

t wo feet, and on three, but the more feet 1t goes on the weaker it bp.?" 

OedIpus answers correctly, destroys the sphInx, and is thereby spared the 

fate of strangulation that has earned her the name of the "the 

throttler".72 HIS final fate is, however, suggested by the chasm 

beneath hlS feet from which a figure IS vaInly struggllng ta escape. The 

sphInx 15 deplcted ln an illustratlve fashlon, much like the sultry 

creature deplcted in Ferdlnand Khnopff's The Caresses of the Sphinx 

(1896), but mInus the siren-Ilke demeanor. (FIgure 24). Bath creatures 

are the classlc hybrid fIgure drawn from the establlshed typology of 



Figure 54. Gustave Moreau. Oedipus and the Sphinx. 1864. (above) 

The di fference between the Symbolist "femme fatale" and the Surrealist 
view of woman is illustrated in two worka from the respective movements, 
Oedipus and the Sphinx, of 1864, by Gustave Moreau, and 
The Robing of the Brlde (below) by Max Ernst, 1939. The dlfference is 
that between allusion and ~anence. 

In Oedipus and the Sphinx, Moreau presents us wlth the moment in 
which Oedlpus answers the sphinx's rlddle. The sphinx is depieted ln an 
illustratlve fashion, a classic hybrid fIgure drawn from the establlshed 
typology of ancient Greek mythology. Despite his trlumph Oedlpus is a 
man unaware of hls future fate, which is prefigured by the omnlpresent 
symbolist abyss. 

By contrast, ln Ernst' s The Robing of the Bride, WE?' nave passed 
through the abyss, and look back at the Symbolist pasto For thlS work 
actualizes the Symbollst preoccupation with excass, eVll, and the 
daemonic, especially of the Satanlc, Baudelairean sort. ALI the figures 
depicted have undergone a bizarre transformation of thelr physlonomy that 
renders them unrecognizable by classical formulas. As in Bosch's 
hellseapes, everything is ln a state of flux that creates a feellng of 
morbid uncertainty. Each figure in the painting 15 an anthropomorphlc 
almalgam of the human and the ornithologieal. 

Figure 55. Max Ernst. The Robing of the B~ide. 1939. 
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anclent Greek mythology. Despite his trlumph, Oedipus is a man unaware of 

his future destiny, which is perhaps preflgured by the ommnlpresent 

Symbolist abyss (an iromc reversaI of the maJestlc "natural 

sublime") • 73 

By contrast, ln Max Ernst's The Roblng of the Brlde (Flgure 55) we 

have passed through the abyss and look back at the Symbollst pasto 

(Flgure 55). For this work actuallzes the Symbollst preoccupatlon Wlth 

excess, evil, and the demonlc, especlally of the satanlc, Baudelalrean 

sort. All the figures deplcted have undergone a blZarre lransformatlOn of 

their physlonomy that renders them unrecognlzable by classlcal formulas. 

As in Bosch's hellscapes, everything is in a state of contInuaI flux, 

that creates a feellng of morbid uncertalnty.74 The space Itself lS 

prey to reversaIs and repetitlon, for the "attendant of the brlde" (shown 

on the right) looks back at the lmage from WhlCh she emerges: a playon 

the infinite regresslon of reflections that lntenslfles the anXlOUS 

feeling of compression and enclosure. 

The central figure ln The Robing of the Bride lS a female fIgure 

whose face is masked by a large, bird-like head. The OWllSh features of 

the bird, whlCh also bear a marked resemblance to those of the artist 

himseIf, look piercingly out at the Vlewer. On closer Inspectlon one 

finds a human eye peering out of the lower rlght sld~ of the head. The 

central figure is the "bride" of the tIUe; her robe of feathers flows 

down from the bird's head ov~r her naked body. The addition of the blrd's 

head ta the female body renders the figure "femlnlne" only ln a generic 

sense, for masked, she lS non-speclflc, unrecognlzable as an lndlvldual 

woman. Like the sphinx, she recalls images of archaic hybrld deltles such 

as that depicted by Moreau. But the "Bride" lS an entirely new creature, 

-



1 

l_ 

289. 

unrelated ta any knawn flgure. At her left a femaie attendant whase halr 

resembles feathers looks back at a duplicate image of the whole palnting, 

whlie at the rlght lS a grotesque bird-Ilke flgure that carrles a spear, 

palnted ln shades of billOUS green. In the lower right corner lS a small, 

helnous creature wlth four breasts and a bud' s w~ng, remarkably 

remlniscent of Wllfred Lam's Altar of 1947. Each figure ln the painting 

lS an anthropomorph~c amalgam of the human and the ornithologleal. 

It should be mentloned that the method WhlCh Ernst employs to exclte 

hlS Imaginatlon lS "decalcomanla", 75 lnvented by Oscar Oomlnguez ln 

1937. Decalcomania lS a process of creating unexpected Imagery. The 

artist presses a sheet of smooth papeL against another sheet, which is 

painted randomly, and when the overlapping sheet IS pulled away, it leaves 

unusual shapes, images and textures which can stand on their own as 

invented forms, or could become the support for blzarre personal imagery. 

Ernst's work from 1937 ta 1945 lS based larqely on thlS method, WhlCh has 

the psychologieal effect of a Rorschach blot ln lnsplring hlS rituallstlc 

fantasles. In The Roblng of the Bride, the texturaI effect of feathers is 

achleved through thlS method. 

In fact, the complex lconography of this work is related ta Ernst's 

well-documented obsesslon wlth blrds. 76 Instead of drawlng types from 

the classlc past, as ln the wl.1rk of Moreau, Ernst' s The Roblng of the 

Brlde reflects hlS prlvate uraversej a unlverse where "Loplop, Superlor of 

the Buds" relgns. "Lolop" IS a creation of the artlst 's imagination and 

a recurrent motif in hlS work, designated as Ernst's alter-ego, a klnd of 

ornlthologlcal "Doppelganger" that expresses the artist' s personai 
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ldentlflcatlon with blrds. 77 According to the artist, hlS obsession 

wlth bIrds orlglnates from a traumatlc event of one evenlng ln 1906: hlS 

pet cockatoo dled the same tlme hlS younger slster was born. 78 ThlS 

coincldence of events aggravated a stat.e of mental confuslon, ln WhlCh 

birds and humans were fused in the artlst's lmaginatlon. Hence, Ernst's 

almost totemistic IdentIfication with the blrd, exempllfied ln hlS 

creatlon "Loplop". 

a) MetaphopiaaZ Identifiaation~ MagiaaZ Assoaiation. 

The iconography of The Robing of the Bride lS hidden and esoteric. 

It has its source ln the artlst' s imaginatlon and lS unrelated to any 

recognizable typology from the hlstory of myth or art. Ernst's creatIon 

of a hybrid figure, half-human and half-blrd, as the central image of the 

work, suggests the princlple of metaphor through which lt was created. We 

can understand the functlon of thls prlnclple of aSSOCIatIon more readlly 

if we consider the nature of archalc hybrld creatures. The Greek 

mythologlcal functlon of hybrld creatures such as the sphlnx, the harpy, 

the grIffon, or the minotaure, often has an ambivalent purpose whereby the 

creature is percelved as an extra-ordinary being and 18 therefore ta be 

revered, yet it also appears repugnant anà eVll. Because of thelf 

repellent aspect, most of there beIngs served as guardlans of the sacred. 

Besides suct famlliar Imaginary belngs as can be found ln Greek myth, ln 

ancient ~esopotamian culture, tao, there exists numerous hybrld creatures 

known as genle or lamass'J. 79 These are hal f-mat"l, half-bull or 

composites of man, goat, bull, eagle or lion. They were 'quardlan' 
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flgures that served a protective role over the person (the ruler) for whom 

they were intended. They had the power ta envelop the believer in an aura 

of protectlve maglc that would shleld them from malevolent spirits or 

forces. Wlthout such protective daemons, as they were called, one became 

prey to eVll forces. BD 

These hybr Id flgures express a type of shamamst ic identl flcation 

with tht:, attributes and powers of the totem animal that empower the 

resultlng human-animal hybrld and grant it supernatural vltality. The 

Mesopotamlan daemons, genies, or lammassu figures were not origlnally 

conceived of as evil, but were rather, "a kind of pre-god, 'the numen ••• at 

a lower slage' ••• Dtto identIfies as the most authentic form of these 

daemons' those strange deitles of anclent Arabia, which are properly 

nothing but wanderlng demonstratlve pror,ouns, having no speclfic shape or 

mythology but nonetheless l''elt as mlghty forces ••• r B1 Analogously, in 

shamanlstic trances. the shaman becomes identified wlth the spirit of the 

anImal and hence is often deplcted in art as a half-human and half-animal 

Splrlt-belng. The juxtaposItions of this hybrld image make it 

extra-ordinary, therefore powerful and sacred: it lS something to be both 

revered and feared. The duallty of such hybnd physlOnOOly is mirrored by 

the psychological ambivalence that it engenders. 

It 15 precisely thlS principle of metaphorical association of the 

human and the anlmal that Ernst employs in "Loplop", and in his 

ornlthologlral transformations of human-belngs in The Robing of the Bride. 

HIS ldentlflcatlon wlth the bird 15 50 complete that it affects every 

flgure ln the palntlng, enveloplng them wlth a non-human aura of 

"bird-ne5s". Whlle Moreau' s sphinx hearkens back to the famillar 
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iconography of a pagan, classical past, Ernst has grasped the flrst 

principle which the daemonlc hybrid is created: that of metaphorical 

identlflcatlon with the totem animal. Moreau's sphlnx lS referential, 

whereas Ernst's creature 15. lhe artist produces a new belng that does 

not allude, lt is the embodiment of the magical, metaphorlcal, 

associat l on. 

bJ The Feminine in Sur~ealist Iconog~aphy 

The image of woman in Surrealist art has often led ta its 

Interpretation as pure eroticism, but thlS perspectlve cannat encompass 

the varlegated nuances of feeling that the Surreal excites. Although the 

Surreallsts Intended ta provoke theIr audlence wlth shockIng and even 

pornographic Imagery, especlally ln the case of an artlst such as Hans 

Bellmer,B2 the fundamental motlve for thelr lconoclasm was ta change the 

viewer's perceptlon of reallty. Shock or surprlse was a method deslgned 

ta effect that break ln the contlnulty of Ilfe, art, and conventlon, and 

hence ta sharpen a sense of immanent mystery. We must therefore penetrate 

further into the image of woman in Surrealist art ln order ta understand 

more fully ItS contrlbution ta the Iconography of the movement. 

The Implementatlon of the element of the femInlne ln the Surreallst 

paintings (Figures 50,51,52,53, and 55) 15 slgmficant for an 

understanding of Surreallst art. The presence of woman lS ublqultous ln 

Surrealist paintlngs, altered abjects, and poetry, as even a cursory 

reVlew of Surrealist art will show. (Figures 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, B, 9, 10). 

That the Idea of woman held a symbollc purpose for the movement has been 
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explored by scholars of the movement including Xaviere Gauthiere. who ~n 

book Surr6al~sme et sexualité explores a Freudian analysis of the 

movement. 83 t"1ore notably, Whitney ChadwIck contributes a bnl hant and 

Inslghtful essay on the tOplC of the Surreaiist view of woman, titled 

"Eros or Thanatos - the Surrealist Cult of Love Reexamlned". 84 Chadwick 

dellneates the anbivalence of the Surreahst View of woman as lt is 

developed first through its Symboiist heritage, and then through the 

revivai of mythological and alchemlcal lore, as weIl as the resurgence of 

interest ln mother cuIts. He po~nts out that the Surrealists became 

Influenced by certain theories put Forth by J. J. Bachofen in the 1861 

publication of Mutte • .-recht ulld Urreligion, later published in 1926 as 

My th, ReligIon, and Mother Right. 85 Chadwick also proposes that the 

amblValence t.owards woman ln Surreallsm stems From a need to "shift the 

creatIve act from the physical to the spuitual realm" .86 Chadwick 

asserts that the myth of Oedipus and the SphInx is one of the themes that 

lliustrates the "confllct between male and female creatlv ity,,87 in 

Surreallsm, because the sphinx was both protective and destruct~ve: "Tne 

sphInx also eXlsted as a power fuI symbol of the female principle the 

source and destroyer of man. She had entered Greek mythology carrying 

wlth her the earth/mother/female/life/de&th association of ner Near 

Eastern orlglns.\",88 
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2. The Daemon~c, the Demonic, and the Surreal 

The dismemberment of the female body and lts co-mlngling wlth the 

anImal or the obJect ~s a primary feature of Surreallst iconography. ln 

works such as Ernst's The Robing of the BrIde, Lam's Altar, or MIro's 

Women of 1934 and 1938, we sense that the unIon of the femInlne and the 

ammal provokes a sens al ~on of the daemonlc. There are mult Ipl e reasons 

for the emerqence of thlS daemonlc/dlvlne archetype: Hlstorlcally, the 

symbollc assoc~atlOn of human and ammal Images has lead to those 

imaginary belngs known as duemons ln Assyr 18, chimeras or sphinxes ln 

Greece, and sp~rlt-beings or totem animaIs ln shamanlstic religlon. Il lS 

then, no cOlncldence, that the sphlnx poses an unanswerable fiddle, for 

the lrratlonal composure of these creatures is Ilself a riddle of the 

human ~maglnatlon. Surreaiists such as Max Ernst sensed the 

chimerical mean~ng of th~s phenomenon, and grasped the fundamental 

princlple of metaphorlcal Ident~f~catlon ~n thelr work. From a 

phenomenological standpo~nt, then, the Surreallst hybrld belng or abject 

evokes dlsturb~ng feel~ngs of the obscure, the exceptlonal, and the 

unnatural, from the s~mplest vlsual contradictions to the more complex 

effect of psychologlcal anbivalence, lhat ~s, of attractlOn and repulslon 

comb~ned. 

Repulsion before the daemonie/dlvlne abject ~s a common phenomena ln 

the history of rellgions, for in its pr~mary, undlfferentlated form the 

daemonlc inspires terror and fase Inatlon. The sense of the daemon] c also 

arises from the non-speciflc, masked or qenerallzed form of the female 

that lnvokes the idea of the femInlne prlnc~ple rather than the persan, 

and WhlCh cornes ta symbollze uneontrolled nature and regeneratlon. A 
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creature that seems an atavistlc survival from the archaic past is barn. 

From the symbollc assoclatlons of both realms emerges the metaphor of 

archaic blrth From undlfferentiated nature, represented by the daemonic 

hybrld being. The monstrous nature of the hybrld belng Itself Inspires 

fear as somethlng unnatural that lnjects Itself Into the profane world. 

AttractIon, tao, occurs through the addItion of the female element, which 

fascinates through ItS eXceqpIVe profanlty. The resultant metaphor evokes 

a sense of daemonlc, chthonlc power WhlCh, in the language of the hlstory 

of relIgIons, lS a natophany, 89 and lS henceforth percelved as evll. 

The negative and demonlc conceptIon of the daemonlc, and Its 

conco~nittant manlfestation ln the hybrid deity, has ltS root ln a serles 

of hlstOrlC'al developments that forced archalc paganlsm, wi th its 

alchemical and occult sibllnqs, lnto the heretlcal subculture of the 

mlddle ages. From the eleventh cent ury onwards we flnd a growing 

tradItion of revolutlonary mllle~rianism and mystlcal anarchism in Europe 

that comblnes with forms of soclal unrest to produce stralns of a 

heretlcal mystlcism expressed ln movements such as that of the "Brethen of 

the Free SpIrlt" .90 Thls development has been forclbly dellneated by 

Norman Cohn ln The Pursult of the MIIl~nlum, as weIl as ln Frances Yates' 

GIordano Bruno and the Hermetlc Tradltlon. 91 Ancient pagan delties such 

as Cybele and AttIS, Dlonysus, Pan, and the nymphs, Slrens, and sphinxes 

that populated the archalc forests ùf Greece and Rome were decislvely and 

flnally reJected by a Chrlstianity that came to perceive the pagan in 

oppositIon ta the Chnstian. The archalc and chthonic deitles were 

therefore seen as threatening and demonlc. In the medieval perlod, pagan 

lands were S8ld to be beset by underwordly, chthonic beings such as the 

demonlc dragon or serpent, that came From the depths of the earth. 92 
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The infinite potentiality of the formless daemonlc urge, that could turn 

women Into trees, impregnate with a shower of golden 1lght, or cause the 

ground to spring forth wlth androgynous or hermaphroditic 11fe, came to be 

seen as the simplIstlcally one-dimensionai demonic or devillsh belng that 

was often depicted in the conquered demons, grotesques, gargoyles, and 

chimeras that guard Gothic cathedrals and churches sueh as Notre Dame. 93 

Even these demonlc representatlons were regarded as lia profanatlon of 

sacred Placesll~.:r.1 They were elther censured as fr IvolousJ y fantastIC'al 

or condemned as evil. IIThe Abbe Auber, ta whom every stone of the 

cathedral has an exact meanIng, considered them 6S representations of 

devils conquered by the church and made her slaves ta perform memai 

tasks. ,,95 Archalc and occult themes later dominated the mneteenth 

century world-view alld contributed to a growing SChISffi, championed by the 

disafflllated underground in France, that has been called ilIa crIse de la 

conSCIence Cathollque ll . 96 l ts pr imary conduIt in history was the 

Symboiist movement, and more partlcularly, the heterdox lmagery of such 

fIgures as Nerval, BaudelaIre, and Huysmans. 97 But the Surreallsts 

eschewed the arcane references of the Symbollsts ln pursuit of a new 

mythology -- a new return to origins. No wonder the gOthlC ImagInatIon so 

appealed to the Surreallst vIsion, for lt allawed a world populated by 

arbitrary and lrrational beings whose function was often unknown. The 

Surreallsts, ln tUL'rl, adapted the strategies through whlCh these 

fantasticai monsters were created, and in applylng the prInclple 

of metaphorical identification or magical association, returned to the 

fertile prlmary source of wonder, dream, and myth: the lffiagIn3tlon. 
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3. Symbols of the Imagination as Feminine 

Of daemonlc fIgures, many are chthonic in orlgin: that is, they 

stem from the underworld, rather than the underground, and possess that 

confIguration of characteristics that lInks Hades, death, regeneration, 

dream, and oracular vIsion ln Graeco-Roman mythology.97 The chthonlc 

orlgln of the daemonlc suggests the connectlon of the drean and the 

underworld, and in this way points ta the impregnation of vernacular 

existence wIth hidden, occult meanlng. The Symbolists sen5ed this, and 

exploited the archaic typology ln lheir art -- especially the Image of the 

abyss, wlth its implications of salanic excess: the "supersensualit~" 

spoken of by HlJysmans. 98 In Surrealism, the drean and the underworld 

are identifled,and the archaic symbols of the underworld corne to suggest 

an anArchie descent into personal imagination. But the Surrealists did 

not employ the arcane literary references of the Symbolists, and instead 

atttempted a new mythology, a new return to origins. 

The Surreallst cosmology origlnates in the imagination, 

it reflects the imaginatIon, and It develops symbols of the imagination to 

represent the creative process. In Surrealism, these symbols often are 

connected to the ambivalence of the femlnine princip le as procreative and 

destructIve, an Image that we can more easily understand w,en we observe 

how it mImICS the chaotic power of the Imagination itself, that both 

concelves and recelves Images. The sel f-reflection of the lffiagination in 

Surreailst thought was partlally unleashed by the inward-turning of 

Freudlan psychology, and further developed through the philosophy of "the 

ImagInation as revelatIon" proposed by the artist, Giorgio de Chirico. In 
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Surrealist practice the imaginatlon becomes lnfinitely self-reflective, as 

the creative process attempts to descrlbe itself in an ever-fluctuatlnq 

serles of Images. In this sense, then, the creative power of the 

imaginatlon can suggest or even be experienced 86 the formless daemonlc 

power of the underworldj certalnly, the creatlve process has proven 

well-nlgh undefinable by l091cal or linear categorIes -- as current 

epistemology has shown merely by the obscurantlsm of its language. 99 

We have thus far demonstrated the latent potential of the Surrealist 

object, and its magical and daemonic conJunctlon wlth the lm age of the 

feminine. ThlS impulse has as lts direct historlcal antecedent the 

Symbollst "femme fatale"j the devounng, vamplrish woman. The daemonic 

image of the feminine, adopted by the Surrealists as a metaphor for the 

chaotic power of the imagination, runs through the historical and 

phenomenological tensions that make up the warp and woof of Surrealism. 

But the multipllcity of meaning jn the Surreal cannot be contalned bl a 

sjngle image or entity, and any analysis must therefore be partlal 

analysis. 

The phenomenon of Surrealism provides an almost lnexhaustlble series 

of "fields of tensions" that we have described as "the uncanny" ~ the 

weird, or fatej as the irrational, the holy, and the sacredj and as the 

Surreal and the supernatural. 100 Historically, we have observed the 

tensions between Christianity and paganismj between romantlclsm, 

primitivism, and decadencej and between supernatural1sm and 

Surrealism. 101 In art, as in thought, these tensions Rre provoked by 

numerous means, From the slmplest visual contradictions of Magrltte, to 

the intellectual polarity of "l1fe !rI l1felessness" which lS the ammatlon 

of the inanimate that occurs in the sensat ion of the "uncanny". The 
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isolatIon and elevatlan of the abject alsa provokes a curious of "sense of 

slgnlficance": a paradoxical sense of the extra-ardinary within the 

ordlnary flaw of 11fe itself. The complementaries, polarities, 

contradIctIons and contrarIes of Surrealism establish the madernity of the 

rlddle as a sacred game. Then tao, the ~bivalence factor of the paradox 

or flddle, wlth its hldden dualit~· nf meaning, creates a sense af 

unexpected danger that is the comman denamlnatar of Surrealist art and 

thought. Let us then grasp this ambivalence of the daemonic and the 

femlnine, and in rotating it a full one hundred and eighty degrees, 

dlstlngulsh a final dimensIon of its ambivalent meaning. 
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c. THE NATURAL aBJECT AND THE "CULT OF STONES" 

1. The Natural Object 

The natural object of stone or wood held a peculiar and powerful 

attraction for the Surrealists. The natural object was a subspecles of 

the found object, that appealed to the Surreallst lffiaginatlon through the 

very quirkiness of lts features and its useless functlon; lt was a 

delightful thing that could amuse by lts very presence. A stone, an 

unusual shell or a delicately formed piece of wood, these were among the 

objects selected as signs of a "surreality" by André Breton ln his 

article, "The Crisis of the abject". He describes the natural object as 

an implement of "surreaIity" -- a tooi to effect that "CrlSlS of the 

object" and bring about a fresh vision of reality that could be achieved 

in numerous ways: 

••• by diverting the object from its destination by attaching a new 
label to it and signing it, thus reclassifying it by the exerClse of 
cholee (Duchamp's readymades); showing it in Nhatever state external 
forces such as earthquake, fire, or water may have left it; 
ret~ining it just because of the doubt surrounding its orlginal 
function; or because of the albiguity resulting from its tot~lly or 
partially irrational conditioning by the elements, entalllng its 
dignificatlon through chance discovery (the found L~ject) and 
ambiguity which is sometimes amenable to extremely bold 
interpretatlons. 1936.102 

In this ~atalogue of the found object, Breton says that the natural object 

is distInguished by the chance markings of natural forces: "ln whatever 

state external forces such as earthquake fire, or water ma~ have 1eft 

it. •• ". Like the found object, the unusual rock or stone could strike the 

artist' S Imagination in a simple "twist of fate", a chance dlscovery that 

uncovered its latent possibilities. Dignifled by thlS accidentaI 

discovery, the stone became a "slgn" of the Surreal. 
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A "cult of stones" began in which members of the Surrealist group 

would travel on long afternoon expeditions, gatherlng rocks and stones 

WhlCh captured their Imaglnatlon. The "cult of stones" was sa called 

because It expressed the communal fascination wlth the natural abject that 

the Surreallsts experIençed. Gradually, collections of natural objects 

were made, and exhiblted in Surrealist composltions such as Oall's 

Surreahst Tray of abjects. (rigure 44). The natural object also is 

depicted in the biomorphic style of Surrealist paIntlng, ln works by 

artlsts such as Miro, Matta, Arp, Tanguy, and Ernst. To the Surrealists, 

the natural form possessed an lmpenetrable power that through Its very 

muteness its lack of voice, raIe, or function--suggested inchoate 

meaning. Stone lS the essential Surrealist object for it fully expresses, 

without literary contamlnation, the Surrealist philosophy of 

illllanence whereby "surreality would be embodied ln reality itself, and 

would be neither superior nor extenor ta it(J,'103 The stone conceals 

within Itself an immanent meamng which is only suggested but never 

conveyed: its very lack of meaning or specifie function provokes a sense 

of surreality. 

This fascination with the natural object has numerous precedents in 

human culture. Naturc:l~ abjects suct' as stone or wood have always been 

collected for their aesthetic qualities, and revered for their magica1 

powers. Certainly through thelr suggestive amorphous shapes they have the 

power to excIte images, dreams, énd memories. How often does one not 

remark, picklnq up some melded or brittle stone, or burnished piece of 

dr l ftwood, "This one looks like a person l1
, or "see the eye in this one". 

In thlS sense, modern experience is not so dlstant from that of archaic 

man, for the Imagination whlCh lncarnates gods in stones can a1so 

whlmsically grant them a personality and protective powers. 



Figure 56. Ren~ Magritte. Chateau des Pyrenees. 1953. 

The sensation of ston~ as that ~ich strikes is forecfully expressed in a 
painting by René Magritte, titled Chateau des Pyrenees. Magritte 
ironically evokes the quality of the stone by contradicting its usual 
contexte In thlS way, the stone become something extra-ordlnary, 
mysterious, and more intensely ltself. Magrltte has sald, "in thlnking 
the stone must fall, the viewer has a greater sentiment of what stone is 
than if the stone is on the ground". 



1 



1 

304. 

The stone strikes by the hardness of its presence. Eliade has 

observed: 

We need only to analyze the various religlous values attributed ta 
stones ta ûnderstand what stones, as hlerophanies, are able ta show 
ta man; they reveal power, hardness, permanence ••• above aIl, the 
stone is, It al ways remains Itself, It does not change -- and It 
stnkesman by what il possesses of nreduclbility and 
absoluteness ••• 104 

Stones appeaied to the Surrealists for similar reasons, but more 

especially for the inflnlte posslbillties of meaning that they seemed ta 

contaln. Shells and sand, too, were part of this lexlcon of natural 

materials, employed by Surreallst artlsts such as Andre Masson or Dall to 

create a variety of responses. They often eliclt memories of ldyllic 

holidays by beaches, or suggest intimations of a crustacean eXIstence that 

we can only imagine yet which seems ta hold some kind of conflrmed 

enchantment, especlally for children who dellght ln marine fantasles. It 

is hardI y surprising then, that these abjects wouid appeal to the 

Surrealist Imagination, which Ioved ta dwell on the mysterious dark side 

of consciousness, imbuing it with the irony of black humour. 

The sensation of the stone as that ~ich strikes lS forcefully 

expressed in a painting by René Magritte, titled Chateau des Pyrenees, 

1953. (Figure 56). Magritte ironically evokes the quality of stone by 

changing its usual contexte In this way, the stone becomes something 

extra-ordinary, mysterious, and more intensely itseif. MagrItte has sald, 

"in thinking the stone must fal!, the Vlewer has a greater sentIment of 

what a stone is than if the stone is on the ground.,,105 MagrItte caps 

this myster ious image with the "chateau", posed at the top of the rock. 

It is a punnjng playon the stoney substance of which castIes are 

composed, and It also is undenlably suggestIve of the Surrealist 
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preoccupatIon with the Romantlc rUlns or the imaginary and haunted castle, 

of WhlCh de Chuico and Breton wrote so movlngly: "An invIsIble llnk tles 

thlngs together and at that moment il seemed ta me that 1 had already seen 

th15 palace, or that thlS p,llace had once, 50mewhere, already eXlsted. ,,106 

A thHd and even more CUrlOL'S aspect of its meaning 15 that it resembles 

or at least suggests a meteorite: in nature an exceptional and 

awe-inspirlng event. 

a) The PhenomenoLogy of Stone 

The poetic imagination which by association finds beings in stones 

and voices ln brooks. does not, of course, originate with Surreallsm. 

Ear lier, we saw that the Surrealist object acqulI"eS a certain "sense of 

sigm ficance" that endows it with extra-ordlnary meaning, wh ich is itself 

transformed into a new metaphor by the juxtaposition of disparate 

abjects. In Surreahsm, the "motive for metaphor" wa~ attracted 

particularly ta the substance of stone. The chOlce of stone as a primary 

metaphor of 5urrealist meanlng suggests its investment with a latent 

meanlng that we shall now attempt to make manifest. 

stone has numerous metaphorical associatIons that link it to 

fertility, death, regeneration, and nature; themes that often have 

inspired the poetic imagInation. The Surrealists were not the first to 

feel that Impulse towards mute matter, although we must assert that they 

objectIf y it ln a unlquely modern way. Earlier the Romantics, too, saw 

nature animated by an lndwelling spirit, and they buttressed this 

lntuit Ion ideologically with the Swedenborgian idea of "correspondences". 

The attraction to the functionless, silent "natural objectIf is prefigured 
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by poets such as Wordsworth, who, as we have seen, saw his stones animated 

by a "quickening soul": 

••• to evepy natupaL form, pock, fpuit, or j10wep 
Even the Loose stones that cover the highway, 
l gave a moraL Life: l saw them feeL 
OP Linked them to some feeLing: the gpeat mass 
Lay bedded in a quickening souL and aH 
That l baheLd respiped with inward meaning. 10? 

Precedents for this anlmlstlc world Vlew are readlly found ln earlier 

traditions; one cannat help but feel the resonances of Wordworth's 

Romantic pantheism expressed in Chaucer's moving r~ndltion of the 

"daysies" : 

Of aLLe the j10upes in the ~de 
Than Love l most the se fLoupes whyte and rede, 
Swiche as men caLLen daysies in oup toun. 
To hem l have so gpeat affection 
As l sayde erst, whan comen is the May 
That in my bed thep daweth me no day 
That l nam up, and waLking in the mede 
To se en these fLoupes again the sonne sprede, 
Wh an hit uppyseth epLy by the morwe; 
That bLisfuL sighte softneth aL my sopwe. 108 

This self-sarne isolation of the object that endows it with a curlOUS sense 

of signlficance, is expressed in Chaucer's perception of the dalsies, 

haloed against the sun' s rays. But the benevolent conSClousness that 

infuses Chaucer's vision with emotional self-awareness and direct 

affection for nature, is itself reversed ln the Symbollst poet Gerard de 

Nerval' s intuition of the "power of things". Here, Nerval' s flower 1S a 

compressed manifestation of power that reaches out to the poet: 

Chaque j1eup est une œne a La Nature ecLosej 
Un mystere d'amoup dans Le ~taL repose 
"tout est sensibLe!" Et tout sur son ton est puissant. 109 
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It is Nerval who most closely prefigures the Surrealist attraction 

to the natural object as a "thlng-in-itself", as somethlng intrinsically 

lnterestlng and meanlngful, because for hlm, even the Inslgnlficant and 

obscure stones of the street are inhablted by a "hidden deity", that 

beckans ta hlm wlth a slnlster anu fearful power: 

Souvent dan8 l'etre ob8our habite un Dieu cache, 
Et oomme un oeiZ naissant oovert par ses paupierres, 
Un pur esprit s'accroit sous L'ecorce des pierres!110 

As ln thlS omlnous vislon, the Surreallsts too experlenced a transference 

of power from themselves to the object. The Surrealist abject reaches out 

to the Vlewer wlth an lmmanent, uncanny meaning. Eliade describes the 

nature of this epiphany of the stone in terms of the tension beween the 

sacred and the profane: 

From the most elementary hierophany -- a manifestation of the sacred 
ln some ordlnary object -- a stone or a tree -- to the supreme 
hierophany ••• there lS no solution of continuity. In eaeh case we 
are confronted by the sarne mysterious aet -- the manlfestation of 
something of a wholly dlfferent order, a reallty that does not 
belong to our world, in objects that are an integral part of our 
natural "profane" world. 111 

We must now se arch out the meaning of this metaphor of stone, embodied in 

the Surrealist use of the natural abject. 

bJ Yves Tanguy and "Objects by nZusion" 

The Surrealist attraction ta the stone and the natural abject is 

fully expressed in many works that employ the object or substance of stone 

itself, or that deplct It in paintings. Of these paintings, we find two 

genres: that of the biomorphic abstraction adopted by Mlro and Masson; 

and that of the precisionist type, which depict stones as part of an 

illusionistic "dream-photograph" as in the work of Yves Tanguy or Dali, 
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for example. In Tanguy's work, the morphology of stone assumes an 

emotional connotation, and becomes a part of hlS biomorphlc vocabulary, 

suggesting by nuance and association rather than by ObVIOUS or dlrectly 

distinguishable meaning. The amblguity of these associations IS further 

heightened by Tanguy's use of titles to Invoke surprIse and disorlent the 

viewer, such as the urgent Mama, Papa is Wounded' of 1927, for example. 

Tanguy has said, "I found that if l planned a picture beforehand, lt never 

surprlsed me, and surprises are my pleasure in palntlng ll • 112 

ln Tanguy's palnting Marna, Papa is Wounded!, the artlst presents 

precisely delineated biomorphic forms that resemble rocks ln colour and 

texture, yet which are deliberately ambiguous. (FIgure 57). These ne 

places in a Il floatlng space", whose infinitely-distanl hOrizons recall 

both the Romantic category of the sublime and suggest a "metaphyslcal" 

infinitude derived from the enlgmas of de Chlrco. The illusionlstic space 

of Tanguy's work lS made more amblguous by the enlgmatlc lexlcon of 

biological forms that are unrecognlzable ln loglcal term5. It 15 orten 

suggested that these forms stem from Tanguy's memories of hlS natIve 

Brittany, where archaic cromlechs and dolmens are scattered throughout the 

landscape. 113 His stones are delineated with an unnaturally sharp line 

that endows them with a hallucinatory clarity, further emphasized by the 

vacuous and infinite space with which they are surrounded. 

In Tanguy's later paintings the preoccupatIon with stones as subJect 

matter is made even more manifest, and the artlGt concentrates on surreal 

landscapes that closely resemble the rocky coasts of Briltany. The 

MultiplicatIon of the Arcs, 1954, depicts a mass of blomorphic forms whose 

scale is uncertain and whose purpose is unknown. (Figure 60). 
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FIgure 58. Meret Oppenhelm. Green SEectator. 1933. 

Meret Oppenhelm's Green Spectator of 1933 unites in a single figure the 
daemonlc aspect of Lhe femlnlne wlth the regeneratlve power of stone. 
The Green Spectator lS, in Oppenhelm' s words, "one who watches while 
another dies." According ta the artlst, it re!Jresents "nature ltself 
looking at birth and death in the same impassive way." In this sense, 
the watchful figure of the Spectator embodles the amoral daemonic ~Gwer 
of nature that unpredIctably glves and receives. 

Figure 57. Yves Tanguy. Marna, Papa lS Wounded! 1927. 

In Tanguy' s paInting, Marna, Papa lS Wounded!, the artist presents 
precisely delineated forms that resemble rocks ln color and texture, 
yet WhlCh are deliberately amblguouS. These he places ln a 
"floating space ll

, whose ln flnitely dIstant horizons recall bath the 
Romantic category of the sublime and suggest the metaphysical 
infInItude of de ChirIco. The Illuslonlstic space of Tanguy's work 
is made more ambiguous by the enigmatic lexicon of biomorphic forms 
that are unrecognlzable in logical terms. 
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Tanguy's employment of precise delineation to describe each object 

H' an icy silhouette, Isolates the object and creates that same "sense of 

sIgmficance" that informs lhe perception of the readymade, or the altered 

abject. The IsolatIon of the abject within the paintIng is accentuated 

through the use of cast shadow, WhlCh is employed to create disturbing 

amblqultles ln our perception of space. In this way, the "objects by 

IlluSIon" ln many Surrealist palntings of the precisionlst type create a 

sense of the uncanny. Roger Shattuck has commented brilliantly on the 

psychologlcal effect of precIse delineation. 

When RenaIssance painting developed its miraculous representation of 
space, the abjects pûrtrayed tended ta become segments of space more 
than Indlvidual entities. Their outlines were forever foreshortened 
all·i shadowed ard modeled 50 as to lead the eye away to other volumes 
ln space. In contrast, what characterizes modern painting more than 
heavy outline? It inslsts on the detachment of an object from ItS 
surroundings ••• The spectator can interpolate his own orientation. 
The Important thing lS that eaeh object -- even each Facet and 
feature of the object -- should occupy its separate space. 114 

In Marna, Papa is Wounded! Tanguy employs the techniques of precise 

deilnation and Isolation of the object, described above, to create a 

"surreal effect"; thlS disturbing effect is even more sharply Bccentuated 

by the bIzbrre title with WhICh the artist has defined the work. Mama, 

Papa IS Wounded! alludes to nothing 50 much as the transference of power 

From the male to the female, which lS suggested equally by Tanguy's 

allUSIve Images of "materia" in its primaI state. A Freudian analysis 

could suggest that the work embodtes a fear of infertility and an 

ambIvalence directed towards the procreative power of woman. It is not 

known to what extent Tanguy was aware of Bachofen's researches into 

matrlarchal socleties that WCie popularized by the other Surreallsts in 

their quest for a new mythologYi however, this work does suggest Tanguy's 

ability to tap a fundamental paranoia in the perception of matter itself. 

l 
• 
1 
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c) Meret Oppenheim and the Daemonic Object 

Meret Oppenhe1m's Green Spectator of 1933 unites in a single figure 

the daemon1c aspe-=t of the Feminine wüh the regenerative power of stone. 

(Figure 58). Oppenhe1m is known as the creator of the famous fur-lined 

tea-cup, although she has been sorely neglected since her InItIal contact 

with the Surreal1sts From 1930-1936. The Green Spectator 1S, ln 

Oppenheim's words, "one who watches while another dIes". Accordlng to the 

artist, it represents "nature itself looking at birth and death 1n the 

sarne impass1ve way." In this sense, the watchful fIgure of the Spectalor 

embodies the amoral daemonic power of nature that unpredlctably glves and 

receives. Oppenhelm describes the genesls of thlS work: 

Originally titled "one ,,",0 watches Wlile another dies", It 
represents "nature Uself looking at death and birth in the s .. e 
ilftpassive way". In this finished state it appears as an ImpaSSlve 
sentinel. whose green colour, Sllghtly arched form, and sp1ral 
markings bear a remarkable resemblance the sacred cobra. The 
materials lntended for lts execution would seem to confum thlS 
identIfication. Although the p1ece was do ne ln wood, Oppenheim has 
remarked that "the sculpture should be larger, about doubled ln 

slze, and made out of green marble or serpentine. ls there such a 
large piece?,,115 

The Green Spectator is reminiscent of Mlnoan art both in ltS 

columnar motif and the spiral deSIgn of its eyes. In thlS sense, It 

deliberately hearkens back to the pre-Christ1an fertlilty cuIts of ancient 

Minoan culture, where female deities were represented holdIng snakes. ln 

discussing another work, titled That Old Snake Nature, the artlst refers 

to matriarchy as the orIginal society: 

One could imagIne that the first state was matriarchal ••• And then 
the old blg snake Nature in the tree of Knowledge told Eve to give 
an apple to Adam •••• The old snake Nature wanted hlm to take the 
way of lntellectual development. Eve has been damned, and the snake 
with her by men (men had ta leave the mother).116 
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The Green Spectator thereby meshes the themes of stone, nature, and 

fertility in a single objecte The artist's selection of the material 

"serpentine" alune, effects a playful identiflcation of word, idea, and 

substance that calls forth the daemonic entity of the serpent. 

One IS tempted to repeat the pattern, suggested by typologies of 

religion: moon/serpent/fertility/regeneration/woman/birth/death/natur el 

rate. 117 But typology cannot evoke the precise configuration that is 

woven through Oppenheim's work, which we must retrieve from the work 

Hsel f. 

The serpent is a complex chthonic image whose conneet ion to earth, 

nature, and woman i5 well-documented in world mythology. The topic of the 

sacred serpent is necessarily too complex to de al with thoroughly here; 

however it is relevant to Oppenhelm's vision in several aspects: in myth, 

the serpent is often Identified with "prima materia", the origins of the 

earth, and the watery chaos from which aIl life merges. In Judaeo-

Christian mythology the serpent is seen as ev il and represents the Dev il 

in its form as the seven-headed dragon, or the serpent Leviathan. In the 

Book of RevelatIons the appearance of the serpent Leviathan heralds the 

imminent apocalypse, which i5 the necessary turning point in the coming of 

the New Jerusalem: "And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent 

called the DeVll and Satan, WhlCh decei veth the who le wor Id." 118 The 

serpent or dragon "represented not on] y the Dev il but also the infidel, 

the Devil's earthly eq·Jivalent. II119 Hence medieval Christian geography 

envisioned pagan territories as blighted by the daemonic, chthonic 

serpent. 
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On the other hand, ln pagan religion the serpent is a symbol of 

fertility, inextricably linked ta rites of regeneratlon, women's 

mysteries, and mythology about the Feminine. Archaic thought llnks 

serpents to both maglc and matter: the Hebrew and Arablc words for 

"magic" come From words that mean" snake .120 ln many pagan myths, the 

dragon or serpent stems From the chaotic origlns of the earth, and 

therefore has amoral, chthonlc power; it was often belleved ta be the 

guardian of springs, lakes, or rivers sources of life. In thlS sense, 

the serpent or dragon was an unpredlctable daemonit entlty that performed 

a protective function, as in the dragons that drew the cllariot of the 

qoddess Ceres, or the serpent-haired Gorgon that guarded the temple of 

Artemis. 121 The serpent also became a symbol of regeneratlon connected ta 

the fertility of woman. Even ln historieal Greeee, women were S81d la 

have been impregnated by snakes: "Alexander the Great's mother, Olympla, 

played with snakes. The famous Aratus of Sicyon was said ta be a son of 

Aesculaplus beeause, aeeordlng ta Pausanias, his mother had eoncelved hlm 

of a serpent."122 The snake therefore is a pagan symbol of fertility, 

wisdom, and unpredictable chthonlC power that was later perceived by the 

Judaeo-Christlan tradition as the embodiment of eVll. 

Ironically, the Judaeo-Christian reversaI of the pagan motIf lS 

itself doubly reversed in OppenheIm's silent witness, the Green Spectator, 

who is "nature itself looking at death and birth in the same lmpasslve 

way". Oppenheim Identifies the serpent with the amoral regeneratlve power 

of nature. This identIflcatlon of nature, snake, birth, and death could 

seem a survival from archaic myth -- but the Green Spectator 15 not a 

return ta arch aie forms, for the artlst creates a new myth ln the 

interpenetration of archaic and occult "rejected knowledge": 
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We, men and women, must become conscious that we are on the point of 
leaving a state, the patriarchal, which WHS very important for 
humanlty to pass through. It does not, of course, treat of a return 
to matriarchy, as some naive people say. 123 

The new myth embodled in Oppenheim's work, created from remnants of 

archalc and occult thought, suggests the image of nature as a fecund 

chaos, a creative disorder embodied in matter itself. 

2. Stones and Fertility 

The power of stone to awaken fertility and to embody potency is 
m 

deliberately Invoked in Salvador Dali's Accombdations of DesIre of 1929. 

(Figure 59). Dali created this work in his most inspired period, the time 

of his first association with the Surrealists (1926-39). The paintIng is 

executed in the traditi~~ of medieval panel painting of ail on wood, that 

permits a highly illusionistic rendering of forms. In format, it 

resembles nothing so much as a small "retable" paintIng, yet it reflects 

Dali's inner visions rather than a familiar religious iconography. The 

painting depicts the daemonic conjunction of lion and stone -- an epiphany 

of the animate and inanimate. The lion is shown in "various stages of 

incompletion" 124 that expose multiple layers of symbolic potential. The 

stone becomes an emblem of desire; animated by the presence of the lion, 

it 15, ln Dall' 5 words, "intended ta turn the desire in5ide out like a 

stacking in arder to expose ta the sun the smallest wrinkles of the 

terrifying pleasures whlCh were inside".125 Dali here fixes the 

ambivalence of attraction-repulsion in his grasp of "terrifying 

pleasures". The explosive ferocity of the lion is contained or 

"accommodated" by the stone that it inhabits. The abject reaches 
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Figure 59. Salvador Dali. Accommodations of Desire. 1929. 

The power of stone to awaken fertility and to embody potency is 
deliberately invoked in Salvador Dalils Accommodations of Desire. 
The painting depicts the daemanic conjunction of lion and stone -- an 
epiphany of the animate and inanimate. The lion ls shown in "vanous 
stages of incompletion" that expose multiple layers of symbolic potential 
The stone becomes an emblem of desire; animated by the presence of the 
lion, it is, ln DaHls words, "lntended to tlJrn the desire inside out 
like a stocking in order to expose to the sun the smallest wrinkles of 
the terrifying pleasures which were inside". Dali here fixes the 
ambivalence of attraction-repulsion ln his grasp of "terrifying 
pleasures". The exploslve ferocHy of the lion is contained or 
"accommodated" by the stone that it inhabits. 

Figure 60. Yves Tanguy. The Multiplication uf the Arcs. 1954. 

In Tanguyls later work, the preoccupation with stones lS made even more 
manifest, and the artist concentrates on surreal landscapes that closely 
resemble the rock y caasts of Brittany. The Multiplication of the Arcs 
depicts a mass of biamorphic forms whose scale is uncertaln and whose 
purpose ia unknown. 
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towards us with immanent meaning that is impossible ta objectif y because 

of its contradictory nature. 

The elusive power of the stone ta "accommodate desire", expressed ln 

Dali's transformatlon of the natural abject, IS fundamental to the aims of 

the alchemlcal tradItlon wInch purports the existence of a mystenous 

philosopher's stone that is formed from the orlginal substance or prima 

materia from which the world was created. The philosopher's stone conveys 

the identical power to expose the hidden and accommodate the secret desire 

that Dall speaks of in describlng the intention of his paintlng. This 

magieal property of the stone to actualize desire, reveal the concealed, 

and ta penetrate the obscure language of all "thlng'3" 16 described ln a 

seventeenth century alchemical treatise by Elias Ashmole: 

By the magical or prospective Stone it is possible ta dlscover any 
persan in what part of the world soever, although never so secretly 
concealed or hid; in chambers, closets, or caverns of the earth: 
For there lt makes a strict inquisition. In a word, it falrly 
presents ta your Vlew even the whole world, wherein to behold, hear 
or see your desire. Nay more, lt enables man ta understand the 
la~~uage of the creatures, as the chirplng of blrds, lowlng of 
beasts, etc. To convey a spirit into an image, WhlCh by observing 
the influence of heavenly bodies, shall become a true oracle, and 
yet thls is not any any way necromantical or devillsh; but easy, 
wandrous easy, natural, and honest. 126 

3. Matter, Mater, Prima Materia 

Stone as an emblem of fertillty is definitively embodied in Meret 

Oppenheim's sculpture, Urzeit Venus of 1933-62. (Flgure 61) As its name 

suggests, Urzeit Venus refers ta a time of origlns and the 

primordial Mater from which the matter or ~rima materla of the universe 

is formed. Oppenhelm's creation is surprisingly slmilar ln scale, farm, 

and intent to archaic fertillty amulets; yet it lS more minimal ln farm. 



figure 61. Meret Oppenheim. Urzeit Venus. 1933-62. 

Stone as an emblem of fertility is definitively embodied in Meret 
Oppenheim's Sculpture, Urzeit Venus. As its name suggests, Urzelt Venus 
refers ta a time of origins and the prImordial Mater from which the 
matter or prima materia of the universe is formed. Oppenheim's creation 
is surpris1ngly simllar ln scale, form, and intent to archaic fertility 
amulets, yet it lS more mInimal in fo:m. The small dimension of the 
sculpture estabilshes it as a magieal presence; it can be held in the 
hand as a type of talIsman. Oppenheim presents us with the essence of 
stone as a reserVOlr of procreative power. 
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Its simple pear shape suggests an abstract ideal of fecundity: the form 

ltself lS modelled of clay over a light bulb, whose filament whimsically 

protrudes at one end. The small dimensIon of the sculpture establishes it 

as a maqlcal presence for It can be held ln the hand as a type of 

talIsman. Oppenhelm presents us with the essence of stone as a reservoir 

of procreative power. 

The power of stones to grant fertili t y has been thoroughl y dlscussed 

by the history of religions. The fecundizing power of stones i9 

especially apparent in the lingam and yoni representation of Hinduism. In 

archalc thought, stones are a manifestation of prImaI matter and the 

regeneratIve power of nature. Cognates of the ward, "matter" IImater" , 

"mater la", encapsulate several ideas, includlng the fertility of nature, 

the nuturing feminine principle, and the generative power of the earth 

itself -- prima materia. The Magna Mater, Cybele, was originally 

worshipped in the form of an unsculptured black bethel stone, which was of 

meteorlC orlqln. 127 The black, CUblC stone, from which the prehistoric 

name Kubaba-Cybele arises, was said to have been embedded ln the statue of 

Cybele where the face should be; this statue, brought to Rome during the 

Punic Wars (c. 200 B.C.) perhaps insplred the appellation of those archaic 

fIgures of pagan ongin found buried beneath Romanesque churches, known as 

the IIBI ack Madonna". 128 The Surreallst IIcult of stones" thus 15 

decIsively llnked to the cult of the Magna Mater, delineated through the 

etymology of the terms matter/mater/materia. 

---- ~----~-~ --- -- - -
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Traditionally, the Magna Mater Cybele or Tellus Hater is Ilnked with 

the fecundity of the earth, and the principle of regeneration that also 

includes the sacred serpent. Regeneration occurs through time, it is a 

rhythmic prlnClplej therefore the goddess became the delty of Fate or 

destlny, Tellus Fortuna. 129 In this context, It lS curious to note that 

bath the Anglo-Saxon wyrd, (destiny, lot), or the Old HIgh German wurt (to 

become) compress the ambivalent power of fate with the action "to weave", 

for they aIl stem from the sarne etymologlcal root as the 01d Hlgh German 

wirt, wirtel -- "spIndle", "dlstaff", or the Dutch worwelen "to turn": 

each refers to the "weav Ing" of man' s destlny that preoccuples the 

personiflcations of Fate -- the MOlrae, the wyrd slsters, Tellus Fortuna, 

or the Magna Mater .130 These fertil1ty deitles "weave" the destlny of man 

into the inalterable pattern of fate. 

Llke the oracular power of the Magna ~ater, or the princlple of 

destiny objectified in the wyrd, the philosopher's stone granted the 

alchemist the gift of prophecy and premonitionary inslght into the fate of 

me~. The visionary nature of alchemy, that employs the princlple of 

transmutation of "gross" matena into gold by virtue of the phIlosopher' s 

stone, possessed an internaI appeal for the Surreal1sts. In the second 

Manifesto of Surrealism of 1930, Andre Breton called for the "profound 

occultation of Surrealism" .131 He also wrote of "the alchemy of the 

verb",132 showing a baSIC farniliarity with the alchemical tradItIon. The 

correspondences between the alchemical traditIon and Surrealism, however 

arbltrary or unIntentional, show a remarkable resemblance in the 

revelation of that which prevlously W3S concealed. ThIS property to 

uncover the hidden, grant oracular powers, and to penetrate Into the 

language of aIl things -- was described ln alchemy as the "magical or 
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prospective stone" wtllch could "convey a spuit into an image". The 

philosopher' s stone IS reproduced from "the Lnity of a quintessence": 

that IS, From the potentlal prIma materIa which 18 "without form, 

structure, or speclflc content".133 In Alchemy, TItus Burkhart observes: 

OF materla prIma, the primordIal substance, one can only say that it 
is purely receptive with regard to the fonn-giving cause of 
existence and that at the sane time it is the root of "otherness", 
for It lS through lt that things are llmited and multlple. ln the 
language of the BIble, materia prima IS represented by the waters, 
over whlCh, at the beginnIng of CreatIon, the SpirIt of God 
moved. 134 

Pruna matena lS formless. chaotlc, and of a simple potency that l'le may 

llken ta the Idea of the "daelllonlc". It ls the onginal substance From 

WhlCh the world was created. By virtue of its composition, the 

philosopher's stone thereby initiates the elchemIst Into the very 

substance of eXIstence, which "restores the uni Fied stete of the prima 

materia on a new level".133 The common denominator then, of the Surreel 

and the elchemlcel 19 the symbolic transfonnation of the ordlnary, 

mundane, or "leaden" materia -- of the universe or of the unconscious 

into a new dImension of eXIstence: a Surreality. And the constellation 

of matter, mater, and materia found in the Phllosopher's Stone as weIl as 

ln the Ulzeit Venus and other Surreallst abjects, opposes the daemonlc 

vlew of woman ta her procreative function, and establlshes yet another 

polarity ln the lconography of Surrealisme 



Figure 62. Paul Delvaux. The Break of Day. 1937. 

Paul Delvaux' s The Break of Day depicts woman as literally "rooted in the 
ground", part of the earth and its natural substance. 
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D. PAGAN/CHRISTIAN OPPOSITIONS 

1. The Ambivalence of the Feminine in Surrealism 

We have uncovered a fundamental tension ~n Surrealism that expresses 

the ambivalence of the creative and destructive aspects of the femlnlne. 

Like an epiphany, this psychologically fluctuant Image always threatens to 

become someth~ng else--to adopt yet another gu~se of its multiple 

outlines. To grasp the summation of this multiple image, then, would be 

to create an eplphany of an epiphany, that escapes slngle deflnltion. And 

although the cumulation of these images lS Itself inexpressably eomplex, 

there is in fact, a common denomlnator that traverses the lconoqraphy of 

Surrealism in a single historieal stream. 

Mueh Surrealist art bears the marks of an aneient pagan/Christian 

opposition that ean be traced throughout the history of art and rellqlon. 

In the lconographie language of the middle ages it was expressed ln images 

of demons, gargoyles, and grotesques who guarded the gOthlC ~athedrals; 

and in the late nineteenth century it is found ln the OpposltlOn of 

oceultism and deeadence, as seen against the hegemony of reason and the 

bourgeois morality. This theme lS persistently played by many 

Surrealists, who deliberately employ references to paganlsm ln their art 

to challenge the domi nant rellgious tradition. An element of full 

contradiction in the image of woman, se en as feeund muse or as 

daemonically destructive, emerges as central to the Surrealist's 

transformation of archaie thought. 

In traditional thought, the artistic imagination was insplred by the 

elasslcal muse, who opened the pathway ta the imagination through her 
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transcendent, ethereal presence. Similarities between the Surrealist view 

of woman and the classlcal muse, that ancient genle of the imagination, 

may be drawnj but the muse is a ghostly, asexual voice-in-the-ear, whereas 

the Surreallst woman is often seen as daemoniacally destructlve or 

munlflcently procreatlve. She therefore is attractlve and repellent--that 

is, psycholoqlcally ambivalent, and is definitely not the airy, sweet 

sprite of classical thought. 

There are multiple reasons for the reemergence of this archetype, 

that reslde ln the hlstory of religious tensions in Western Europe. The 

Surrealists grasped these tenslons of the archaic and the occult, implicit 

in late nineteenth century thought, and amplifled them with new and 

uniquely modern resonances. While it is true that the Surreallsts often 

used imaqes of the female nude (as in the use of mannequin or do11 parts) 

ta create a brutal, shocking effect, they also employed the idea of woman 

ta evoke the creative power of the imaqination. Then too, the 

dlsmemberment of the feminine that lS invoked by many Surrealist abjects, 

such as Kurt Seligman's Ultrafurniture, or Hans Bellmer's La Poupée, for 

example, can be seen to create a new, alchemical unlty that creates the 

unlon of opposites expressed ln the SuNealist altered abjects (the animate 

and the inanimate) or in the uncanny premonitions of fate (accidentaI 

chance or purposeful destiny) sensed in many Surreallst paintings, such as 

those of de Chir!co. (Flgures 6, 8, 36, and 37). 

Ta the deliberately daemonic Images of Miro or Lam, we must oppose 

the Vlew of woman as a procreative, chthonic deity. Implicit in the 

metaphorlcal associations of mat ter and the "cult of stones", the theme of 

proereatlon and fertlilty lS glven full definition ln the work of André 

Masson and Paul Delvaux, who link woman to earth, nature, and fertility. 
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As in Paul Delvaux's The Break of Day of 1937, she is depicted literally 

as "rooted in the ground", part of the earth and its natural 

substance. (Figure 62). Her body lS full, erotically explicit, and her 

face lS ldeallzed out of a speclfic indlvlduality. We are presented wlth 

an ideal type that resembles nothlng sa mu ch as archalc fertility deities, 

often represented in or with trees, as in the Hlndu yaksha and yakshlni 

figures that are linked to the earth and the orlgins of life. 136 

a) The Arohaio in Paut Detvaux 

In the works of Paul Delvaux, in partieular, we flnd many references 

to archaic myth. While The Break of Day depicts wo~an llnked to the 

earth, as if an arch aie fertlilty delty, another work, Venus Asleep, 1944, 

suggests antique goddesses. (Figure 63). It's bizarre, unnaturally 

lumlnous atmosphere depicts several agitated flgures, who wander about "de 

Chirico city"--a cIty fllled with anclent ruins and antique temples. The 

artist ereates a feeling of magic, fear, and amen, that 15 relnforced by 

the distraught gesture of a figure at the right, while at the left, a 

skeleton stands guard for the "sleeping Venus". The archalc setting lS 

animated by figures in the foreground and the middle ground, each of whom 

gesticulates ln a supplicant gesture that recalls the an~lent rites of 

Greeee and Rome, implying fate and the immInent change of the world 

cycle. In faet, the wi!d, supplicant figures are nearly ldentlcal to the 

ones deplcted ln the pagan frescoes of the "Vllla of Mysteries" of Pompei, 

that detailed the worship of an umdentlfled mystery cult, (probably that 

of the Great Goddess).137 The ereseent moon, to which thesp. devotees pay 

obeisanee in Delvaux's work, also implies fate, beeause the moon 
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"measures" or "weaves" destinies; as Eliade puts it, "the moon, because 

she is mistress of aIl lIving things and sure gUIde of the dead has 

'woven' aIl destInIes".138 

ln a work tltled Femme dans une Grotte of 1936, Delvaux draws on the 

mythologlcal aSSocIatIons of chthonic, feminine deltles wIth matter and 

the underworld. (Figure 64). Delvaux depicts a generic, buxom female, 

rapt in self-contemplatIon ln the gratta. In this Image, we find the 

mythologlcal allIance of woman, the underworld, and the grotta that is 

also found in the poetry of Gérard de Nerval, dlscussed earller. Nerval 

wrate of "the children of fire, who dwell beneath the earth's surface, 

lurking in caves and grottoes •••• They have an emblematIc beast, the 

flre-breathlnq and cave-dwelling dragon, who, as ln the myth of Cadmus, 

wlll be the author of their reborn race".139 Historically, the Magna 

Mater, Cybele, was worshipped in caves and grottoes, especially at the 

Greek port of Plraeus, where her image is found ln the rocky niches of 

caves. 140 ln faet, Femme dans une Grotte effectively crystalllzes the 

Surrealist constellatIon of woman, the grotto-esque underworld, and the 

grotesque--for the terrn "grotesque" stems From "grotto lt
, referrlng ta the 

archaic palnlings of bizarre, hybrid creatures that were discovered in 

cave excavatIons ln the late fifteenth cent ury in Europe. The 

psychological Implications of Delvaux's images, whether purely intuitive 

or acquired, suggest a revltallzed perception of archaic paganism that is 

also represented ln many other Surrealist works, such as those of Masson. 

Masson was partlcularly lntrlgued by the Greek myth of Gradiva, and 

explored the lmagery of the nature goddess in his work. 141 



Figure 63. Paul Delvaux. Venus Asleep. 1944. 

Venus Asleep suggests antique goddesses. Its bizarre, unnaturally 
luminous atmosphere depicts severai agitated figures who wander about a 
city filled with ancient ruins and antique temples. The archaic setting 
is animated by figures ln the foreground and the middle ground, each of 
whom gesticulates ln a supplicant manner that recaiis the anclent rltes 
of Greeee and Rome, implying fate and the imminent change of the world of 
cycle. In faet, the supplieant figures are really ldentical ta the ones 
depicted in the pagan frescoes of the "Villa of Mysteries" ln Pompeil. 

Figure 64. Paul Delvaux. Femme dans une Grotte. 

Femme dans une Grotte effectively crystallizes the Surrealist 
constellation oF woman, the underworld, and the grotesque. 
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b) The Daemonic Image in Max E~8t 

The caves and the underworld sjmilarly are united through the 

sensation of daemonic power, that spontaneously springs From the ground. 

The dragon or serpent, that qUlntessentlally daemonic entity, lS sald ln 

archaic myth to lIve in sprIngs, rivers, or caves. The daemonlc serpent, 

then, like woman, springs From the earth, and guards the watery sources of 

life. This pagan image extends lnto the grotesque Vlsage ~f the garqoyle, 

the personification of the archaic water spirIts who cantrolled the Flow 

of water: hence the gargoyle's functlon as water-bearer in the 

artlculation of the gothic cathedral. 142 Thls sense of the daemanlc is 

itself abjectlfled ln the bizarre hybrld creature of Max Ernst's The Angel 

of the Hearth, 1935. (Figure 65). Ernst depicts a gargantuan dragon-like 

creature, complete with ohligatory wings, horns and claws, in a paroxysm 

of uncontrolled daemonic violence. The tltle of the wark lronically 

refers ta th is threatening creature as "the angel of the hearth", 

suggesting Ernst's eerie premonitions of the violence that was soon to 

overtake Europe, and that thorouqhly colours his work of the 

nineteen-thirties and forties, as, for example, in his apocal ypt lC 

landscape, Europe After the Rain of 1940-42. 

c) Me~et Oppenheim and Fe~titity Image~y 

The theme of fertility is given full expression in a work by Meret 

Oppenheim, titled Cannibal Feast, that was exhibited in the 1957 

International Exhibition of Surreallsm. (Figure 66). Thls plece, tltled 

F ertili t y Feast at an ear 1 ier exhiblt ion, cont ained a live woman, painted 
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gold, who reclined on a table covered opulently with fruit, food, and 

flowers. Oppenhelm's explicit gesture dlrectIy unites the ideas of woman, 

plenitude, nurturance, and fertility, and thus provides a startling 

revlvaI of archaic fertlllty lmagery. 

The ambivalence which attends the Surrealist Idea of the femlnine 

ciosely resembles the ambivalent, daemonic power of the archaic lmage of 

woman as a fertillt y deit y: however, thlS nea-pagan formula became, in 

the hands of the Surrealists, the vehicie through which they cou1d 

convey thelr perceptlons of the creative process itself. Although 

originally ignited by the passlonately romantic poetry of Breton and 

Eluard, the Surreaiist image of woman, 1inked to the u~derworld, birth, 

and death, came ta signify the chaotic energy of the Imaginative 

unconSClOUS with its potential for symbolic transformation. Many 

Surreaiist works employ the idea of female procreatlve power as a metaphor 

for the creative process itsei f. The Surrealists chose the figure of 

woman to symbolize the unconsclous, the realm of ghosts, dreams, and 

memories--fosSlls of lived experience that remain ta irritate the 

Imagination. Hence, the ambivalence that attends the image of woman in 

Surrealism expresses a fundamental tenslon dlrected against the primaI 

energy of the unconscious mind itself. It is not surprising, then, that 

man y Surreallsts did experience forms of psychic distress and 

disorlentatlon, due ta their intentiona1 unleashing of the creative 

imagination in dream, revery, and art. Expressed lconographically, the 

many representations of women in Surrealism strongly resemble 

characterlstlc images of ferti1ity deitles ln archaic religion. 

Surreallsm's Idealizatlon of the imaginatIon as the source of creativity, 

as the vehlcle thraugh WhlCh one may aUain Surrealit y, links female 



Figure 65. Max Ernst. The Angel of the Hearth. 1935. 

Figure 66. Meret Oppenheim. Cannibal Feast. 1957. 
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procreative power with artistic creativity, and suggests the symbol of the 

imagination as femlnine in Surreal1sm. 143 The lmage of woman is thus 

equated with the creatlve power of the imaginatlon. 

2. Taboo, Blasphemy, and Religious ReversaI 

Archaic, occult, and daemonlc elements converge to create the unique 

historical moment ln which Surreallst iconography is formed. 

The ambivalent, suggestlve lmage of woman is a plvotai pOlnt in 

Surrealist thought that attracts these elements, and forclbly reforms them 

into new meaning. The Surrealists' interest ln archalc cultures was ln 

part motlvated by the Romantic lIsearch for origins ll WhlCh had brouqht 

about the successive vogues for exotlcism and prlmltlvlsm durlng the 

nineteenth century. The Surrealists, ln turn, attempted ta define a lInew 

mythology" through the patchwork of these images and ldeas collected From 

primitive art. They were particularly drawn ta Oceanic art; lts exotlclsm 

and foreign mythology inspired them to counter Western ldeas wlth those of 

esoteric or archaic traditions. The Surrealist predilectlon for mRglc, 

occultlsm, and hermetic phliosophy further encouraged the polarization of 

marginal and mainstream tensions in European culture. Although such 

marglnal trends as demonlsm, Satanlsm, and theosophy had prevlously been 

adopted by the bohemian subcultures of the late nineteenth centuri, they 

are glven a decidedly new tWlst by the Surrealists, who employ the occult 

and the archaic to create the peculiar mental frisson of lconoclasm and 

heresy. 



FIgure 67. Max Ernst. The Virgin Mary Spanking the Infant Jesus before 
Three Witnesses: André Breton, Paul Eluard, and 
the Artist. 1925. 

This deliberately shocking reversaI of accepted tradition lS strikingly 
shawn in an utterly perverse work by Max Ernst. In addition ta the 
lronlc, black humour of thlS work, Ernst extends the principle of 
contradIctIon and reversaI Into new dimensions of meaning, for the 
Image breaks religious, socIal, artistic, and psychological taboos 
related ta a major cultural icon. 

Ernst's work Intentionally challenges the accepted arder of 
thlngs. The heretlcal potential of this image must be seen within its 
historlcal context: that is, largely religious Catholic France. 

'l' 
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ThIS dellberately shockIng reversaI of accepted tradition is 

stril<lngly shown ln an utterly perverse work by Max Ernst titled The 

Vlrgln Mary Spanklng the Infant Jesus before Three Witnesses, André 

Breton, Paul Eluard, and the artlst, Max Ernst, 1925. (FIgure 67). As the 

tIUe SI nl;::.~. i:ly suggests, the work depicts an enraged Virgin Mary 

spankll.q the Infant ChrIst, whose halo has fallen ta the floor. ln 

addItion ta the IronlC, black humour of this work, Ernst has extended the 

prlnclple of contradIctIon and reversaI into new dimensIons of meaning, 

For the image breaks religious, SOCIal, artistic, and psychological 

conventIons related to a major cultural icon. But Ernst's delIberate 

Iconoclasm does nol merely "break" established genres of art and rellglOJS 

conventIons: ta these, he opposes a new daemonic image that by virtue of 

its blasphemous potential perhaps contains more psychologlcally explosIve 

power than Its traditlonal model. It lS, of course, power of a special 

arder. 1 t IS the power of taboo. 

ThIS utter reversaI of accepted rellgious lconography has the effect 

of a mental explosIon of attack or surprise. It jolts the viewer out of 

an accepted frame of reference (the Cathollc traditIon) and Introduces a 

dImenSIon whose boundaries are nct yet culturally defined. Paradoxically, 

this burstlng forth from the rellgious traditIon has as its source of 

power that very tradItIon. The contradiction of a eherished ieon IS tied 

to the Image that it contradicts. An ambivalent situation of power and 

danger 15 crealed, whereby the Vlewer must maintaln the contradiction and 

ItS antithesls simultaneously: the Vlrgin and her daemonic counterpart 

are one. The ambIvalent meanlng of the Surreallst Image can be aligned to 

the oower of taboo, ln that lt operates with the double mental sensation 

of &ttack ar.d surprIse. Ernst creates a disconcert ing change ln context 
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that threatens the Vlewer with the danqer of lmplicit dlsorder and 

disorientatlon. The old frame of reference IS reversed: a new, lronic 

meanlng emerges. The old Ican lS diametrically apposed ta a dAemonlc 

mirror refiection of ltself, and the "mental JuxtaposItIon of these two 

meanlngs creates a sense of vIolent dIslocatIon and disorder that throws 

the viewer back upon a desperate effort of search and asslmllatlOn". 144 

Ernst 1 S work Intentlonally challenges the accepted arder of things. 

The heretical potential of thlS Image must be seen within Its historicai 

context; that lS, largely religious Cathollc France of the post-Vlctorian 

era. The problem of socially sanctioned taboos must stIll have been 

extraordlnarlly promlnent at that tIme, for the Victorians had bpqueathed 

a psychologlcal baggage of rlgorous restrIctIons of language, mores, and 

belief that must have seemed excessively llmitlnq ta the followlnq 

generatlon. Llke the curse or blasphemy, The Virgin Spanklng the Infant 

~esus conceals an attItude of anqry revoIt agalnst accepted taboos, norms 

of representatlon, and iconography. The artist has specifically chosen 

this image for lts lncendiary potential ta provoke, surprIse, and anqer 

the viewer--and thence ta InCIte revoIt. He has chosen the most valued 

lcon of Cathollc France--the Virgln Mary--and turned the symbol lnside out 

to reveal daemonlc meanlng. Like the predIsposItIon to employ references 

ta Gad, church, and worshlp as curses, as ln the Quebeçols profanities 

callce (challce), hostle (host), or tabernacle (tabernacle), Ernst grasps 

a culturall y defwed "hot spot" --a taboo--and shatters It wlth the 

principle of contradictIon. 

ThIS Iconoclastlc action of breaklng the taboo has several social, 

psychologlcal, and reilgious ramIfIcations that converge ta create a 

SItuatIon of danger: 
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AlI situatIons of danger, not merely those created 
by taboo-breaking, are soclally or culturally 
deflned, and It lS precisely thls relationship 
between the deFlned danger and the restrIctlve 
pattern WhlCh we should study ln each case ••• 14~ 

The psychologlcal sensatlons oF fear and dlsorlentatlon in Surreallsm stem 

From precisely thls Intentlon to break the established conventions and 

arder of thlflgS. Taboo qenerates danger. In Freud's words: 

Taboo lS a very prImItlve prohibltlon Imposed from 
wlthout (by an authorlty) and dlrected agalnst the 
strongest deslres of man: the des 1re to vlolate 
it contlnues ln the unconSClOUS; persons who obey 
the taboo have an amblvaJent feellng toward what 
is affected by the taboo. The maglc power 
attrIbuted to taboo goes back to its abillty to 
lead men Into temptatIon; It behaves like a 
contaglon, becauuse the example lS contaglous, and 
because the prohiblted des 1re becomes dlsplaced in 
the unconscious upon somethlng else. 146 

Llke the Surreallsts, Freud's strong interest in taboo may stem from the 

pecularitles of hlS own hIstorlcal sltuatlon. whlCh was riddled wIth flgid 

taboos that he contlnually confronted ln his psychoanalytic practice. 

(The hysterIcal female, whose sexuallty was hidden even from herself, was 

a paradlgm of Freud's research.) The taboo-rldden realm of sexuality that 

Freud uncovered was also revealed ln Surreallsm. The striklng union of 

the pornographlc, the lconoclastic, and the sacred in Surrealist art can 

be explalned through the phenomenon of taboo: il IS a mam festation 

of power, that when exploited creates the sensation of danger, 

characterlstic of taboo. 

a) Taboo, Omen and Doom 

We may therefore equate the ambivalent power of Surrealist art with 

the breaklng of societal taboos in religion, mores, and art. Taboo 

---~~ ~~~----~------ -- --------
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exposes the same ambivalence that we saw ln the uncanny, the welrd, and 

the sacred. The power of taboo contalns "the amblValence of the 

sacred ••• not only ln the psychologlcal arder (ln that It attracts or 

repels) but also ln the arder of valu~s; the sacred 18 at once tsacredt 

and tdeflledttt.147 Taboo IS at once 8acred and forbldden. Whlle we flnd 

in thlS polarity the assoclatlon of the erotlc and the elevated, the 

perverse at tract ion of the "danqer" of the taboo sltuat lon also IS 

Important. 

Freud has suggested that "taboo IS a command of conscience, the 

vlolation of which causes a corresponding sense of uncovery and lmpendlnq 

doom.,,148 The sensation of presentlment that lS 50 strongly objectlfled 

in Surrealist art can be related to the breaklng of rellglo-soclal 

taboos--hence that daemonlc, erotle Vlew of women and the lconoclasm 

directed towards the church. The lconoclasllc exuberance of thp movement 

allowed for the uncovery of prevlously forbldden emotlons, Imaqes, Ideas, 

and attitudes: the perverse, the pornographlc, and the daemonlc were 

exact corollanes of that "motlve for metaphor" that charactenzes 

Sureallst art, which stems from the lndlgenous heterodox tradItIon of 

Western Europe. Pagan motifs naturally play a large role ln lconoclasm 

and blasphemy, since thelr use had traditionally had been percelved as a 

direct threat ta the church. The taboo lmagery of the femlnIne as p"~ 

archalc pagan goddess that lS found ln Surreaiist art From MIro to 

Delvaux, can be traced ta pagan survlvais that h~d persisted through the 

middle ages, and were reJuvenated ln the Renaissance as ln the nlneteenth 

century. The reactlonary symbollzation of the woman as archalc fertillty 

deity or daemonlc goddess ln Surrealism Indlcates emotlons that often 

accompany the breaklng of taboos: a morbld exultatlon ln a newly found 
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( freedom, attended by feelings of fear, guilt and danger and that may 

contribute to the sensatlon of omen and presentlment expressed in so much 

Sureallst art. 

On another level, the dellberate lconoclasm of Surrealist imagery 

can be 11nked to the emotlonal tone of mu ch Surrealist art that we have 

preVlously charactenzed as "the welrd" or "the uncanny". Surrealist art 

8S a whole expresses a radlcal break wlth the tradltlonal iconography, 

genres, and methods of art ln ltS search for a "new reality". The prec1se 

dellneatlon and omlnous clarity of Surreallst works such as GIorgio 

de ChIrlco's Nostaigla of the Inflnlte of 1913-14, or SaJvador Dali's The 

Perslstence of Memory of 1931, suggests an atmosphere of omen and 

apocalyptlc feellng that may be a larger expression of the lconoclasm of 

the movement. (Flqures 68, 69). If we consider that the Greek root of the 

ward "apocalypse" lS "uncovery", then the uncanny, apocalyptic feeling 

thal runs through Surreallst art can be related to lts reJection of 

prevaIllng rellglous, soclal, and artlstlc tabaos, and lts concurrent 

transformatIon of cultural boundarles. The sensatlons of presentlment, 

omen, and doorn expressed ln Surreallsm, then, have as their source the 

lcanoclasm and power of taboo wlth its "correspondlng sense of lJncovery 

and Impendlng doom". That Surrealism as a movement was abave aU 

successful, attests ta ItS lmmense appeal on the popular level to exclte 

the collectlve 1maglnation of lts t1me. 

( 



Figure 68. Giorgio de Chirico. Nostalgia of the Infinlte. 1913-14. 

The precise delineation and omlnous clarity of many Surreallst warks 
express an atmasphere of amen and appocalyptic feeling that may be a 
larger expressIon of the iconoclasm of the movement. The sensatIons of 
presentiment, omen, and doom expressed in Surreallsm then, have as thelr 
source the ambivalence of tabao, wlth !ts "correspondlng sense of 
uncovery and impendIrlg doom". 

Figure 69. Salvador Dali. The Persistence of Memory. 1931. 
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1 CONCLUSION 

We began by examining the phenomenon of the Surreal throuqh !ts 

currently popular connotations as the welrd, the uncanny, or fate. The 

essential relationshlp between these popular perceptIons lS the 

"extraordlnary"; the dImension of fate, destlny, or COHlcldence that is 

obJectifled ln the sensations of the welrd. In each of these elements we 

found a curious thread of ambivalence that tles each fIrmly ta the 

ambivalence of the sacred. The Surreal, then, forms a transItIon between 

the ordinary and the extra-ordinary that we may understand as the 

threshold of the sacred. 

The origins of thlS impulse ta transform the usual and ordlnary lnto 

the marvelous and extra-ordlnary can he found ln the occull tradItIons of 

al chemy and hermet lC phllosophy, that attempt to transform 11 fe throuqh 

the union of Opposltes. Historically, Surreallsm stems from thls anclent 

philosophlcal tradItion of archalc, occult, and daemonlc elements ln 

European culture, yet lt radlcally opposes them ta the accepted tradItIon, 

and ln sa doing creates a new orientatIon founded upon the power of 

contradIction and ambivalence. 

We may liken this radical change ln orIentatIon ta the multIple 

"frames of reference" of quantum theory. 1 The elements of each opposlt Ion 

are, in themselves, lntrlnslcally correct. But the very nature of the 

artistlc expression molds various tensIons into an lndlvlsable whole: 

hence the Surreallst use of the arts of JuxtaposItIon creates an 

indivisible unit of meaning that must, in itself, be grasped. As ln 

gestalt theory,2 the whole IS more than the sum of lts parts. We can then 

say that the opposing tensions of Surreallst art are subsumed Into a 

346. 
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qreater whole beyond the indlvidual meaning of ItS component parts. The 

ambivalent structure of the surreal image itself creates the new meaning. 

The amblvalence of Surreallst art, as seen through its phenomenology 

and Its hlstory, IS Ilnked to the sacred through Its manlfold simllarities 

to sacred power ln the dmblvalence of taboo, the daemonlc, and the welrd. 

These elements may perhaps seem only peripherally religious, yet they are 

in essence sacred because they functIon as Independent and unconditioned 

manlfestations of power that burst through the boundarles of the profane. 

lnto the usual sacred/secular dlchotom~ then, we can Interject a third 

element--the damain of the extra-ordinary, the uncanny, and the Surreal. 

Apart from the intrigulng accidents of historical context and artistic 

tradltlon, the Surreal becomes the threshold of the sacred by virtue of 

its limlnal posltlon between the two realms of the marvelous and the 

mundane. Thls paradoxlcal position is intultlvely grasped by ItS 

audlence, who sense it as the blzarre, strange, or "weIrd". 

At another level, the understandIng of Surrealism in terms of the 

concepts of dlsorder, breakdown, and degeneration appiled to 5urrealist 

art by the fragmentatlon school of cultural analysls, cannot do justice to 

the new meBnlng that we expose. 5urrealism, like other modern art 

movements, has been understood as a change from the art of the past, 

rather than a change ioto an intrlnsically unique form. The problem of 

amblvalence, reversaI, or "full contradlction" in Surrealist art can thus 

be seen ln terms of positive, rather than negative, meaning. We also 

suqgest that Surreallsm employs the breaking of conventions, genres, and 

the disorderlng of culturally defined meaning ln order to create a new 

modes of thouqht. 3 As a movement, Surreallsm intentlonally attempts to 
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provoke dlsorder and break old orIentations with stylistlC dlsorder, and 

in this way to provoke new cognitIve resolutlons. ThlS creates the jolt 

of surprise that makes It so attractIve to the popular audIence. 

ln the creatIve process, lia quest for order will be stenle and 

unproductive without a continuaI InfusIon of ••• an apparently undeSlrable 

disorder ••• we stIll require some ordered dlsorder or Just plaIn dlsorder 

ta get the Eureka event ll •4 The Surreallsts recogmzed this pnnclple of 

chance or discontlnuity and Intensified and enhanced their creativity 

through the employment of the methods of chance, aCCIdent, and the 

irrational, WhlCh lntroduce randomness Inta the creatIve process. The 

unpredictable elements of randomness and dlsorder provoke the new 

resolution through the pnnclple of fortuitou8 cOlncidence; that 18--

"serendlpit yll. 

In Surrealist art, as ln other modern art, contradIctIon, 

discontlnuity and amblvalence are employed ta force the audience ta 

entertain multIple readlngs, and from the tenSlons engendered by those 

ambiguities ta create fresh perceptions of the world. The difference lS 

that ln Cubism and its derivatlves, thlS ambIvalence lS largely vlsual, 

whereas in Surrealism it is also psychological. These common readlngs 

suggest a cohesive factor ln modern art that we must recognlze and 

calI the ambivalence factor. It lS dellneated in modern art in the 

simplest visual juxtapositIons of the collage prlnciple, as weIl as the 

iconographically complex reversaIs of Cathollcism attempted by Surreallsts, 

such as Ernst. Then too, the employment of psychologlcal ambIvalence ln 

art cannat be subsumed into current Ide as of" slgn", for the meamng that 

we uncover is not slngular, and flrmly resists anythlng other than a 

symmetrical formula. Simllarly, we cannot subsume Surreallst art Into the 

classlcal concepts of order, contlnulty, and transitIon establlshed by the 
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earller canons of art,5 because its fundamental structure is antithetlcal 

ta sequentlal or linear thinking. Its lnvlalate kernel of ambivalence 

provokes a new meamng that 15 uniquely flexible, modern, and vital. 

The modern experlence that is expressed in the art of the Surealist 

movement contalns a central core of ambivalence whose traces must not be 

Ilnked ta the l inear, degenerative chaos of moderr historiography, but to 

the posItIve chaos of the creative experience. The Surrealist employment 

of discontlnuity, contradIction, and reversaI slgnifies the changing 

perspectlve of modern culture: it dIffuses the boundaries between the 

secular and the sacred, and it is here, at their conJunction, that we must 

locate the Surreal. Llke the manifestations of the sacred, the surprises 

and lrratlonal juxtaposItions of Surrealism are indescribable in other 

than antithetical terms. And despite the nearly inexpressable nature of 

the creatIve experience, Surrealism ultimately suggests that without the 

imaglnatlon, man becomes a cipher. 

( 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. André Breton, Manlfestoes of Surreallsm (1924) transe by Rlchard 
Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: Universlty of Mlchlgan, 1974) pp. 12, 
14, 26, 47. Henceforth referred to as Breton, Manifestoes of Surreallsm. 

2. Harcel Jean, The Hlstory of Surreallst Palntlng (New York: 
Grave Press, 1960); Maurlce Nadeau, The Hlstory of Surreallsm (New York: 
MacMillan, 1965). 

3. See this dlssertation, Ch. IV., SectIon C., Freud, "Magus of 
Surreallsm." 

4. Both Sarane Alexandrian, Surrealist Art, transe Gordon Clough 
(New York: Praeger, 1970) and Patrlck Waldberg, Surreallsm (Toronto: 
McGraw-Hill, n.d.) mentIon many of the parallels between OCcultlsm, 
supernaturallsm and Surealism. 

5. "Post-modern" : ThlS term has been used most frequentl y with 
reference to the contemporary, "post-modern" style in archItecture; a 
reactlon to the preceding International Style. For a dlScusslon of thls 
term and its Ideologlcal ramIfIcations, see The Idea of the Post-modern: 
Who lS teaching lt? ed. Lawrence Alloway. (Seattle: Henry Art Gallery, 
1981). 

6. Methodology: An InterdlSClplinary Approach ta the Study of Art 
and Rellgion: The approach followed ln thlS dlssertat lOn lS based on the 
premise that the nature of religious experlence can be lilumlnated by an 
analysis of relglous and artistlc lIexpresslons." Modern art can be 
interpreted, then, as a visual reflection of contemporary conSClousness. 
Several methods have been employed in the present analysls of the 
religlous aspects of Surreallsm ln its art and phllosophy. A rellglous 
studies hermeneutlc has been applled to the phenomenon of art as an 
interpretive method which contrihùtes a wider frame of reference, ln order 
to dlsclose the more experlential aspects of artlstlc creatlon. The 
significance af the artlst's experlence that lS descrlbed, recreated, or 
feIt in the creatIon of art is essential ta the understandlng of art ln 

its historlcal contexte Whlle chronologieal, categorlcal, or lconographlc 
approaches are useful in determlning a wark's context, the questlons and 
concerns of a "rellglous dImension" approach, uSlng the perspectlves and 
methods comman to religious studles, may perforce lllumlnate the posltlon 
of art within the broader spectrum of human thought and endeavour. 

It lS unfortunately one of the lronles of scholarshlp that many 
popularlzed art hlstorles have deflned art through the currents of 
conoisseurship, styllstic category, and chronoloqy, leavlnq Its cultural 
lnterpretation to those theorlsts less sensltlve to the specificity oF the 
historical situatIon. The problem IS that the very ~mployment of these 
useful historicai methods has sometlmes deflected attentlon away From the 
primary characterIstlcs of the slgnIflcance of art. The Issue lS more one 
of the confusion of method, wlth applicatlon, than one of mlsleadlnq 
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categorIes or Intentional oversight. The hlstorical approach has allowed 
the very object of Its study--the definition of historlcal slgnlficance 
--to become latterly confused w1th ItS methods of analysis. ThIS is a 
problem WhlCh lS rectifled often by 1ndlvidual scholars--Panofsky. 
VenturI, Worrlnger, and Burckhardt, to name a few--but Its popularizat10n 
through progress-dom1nated art hIstorIes requlres sorne large-scale 
reVIslonlnq, ln order to reestabllsh an understandlng of art within the 
uniqueness of ItS hlstor1cal sltuatlon. 

ThIS d1ssertatlon employs an 1nterdisciplin8ry methodology jn visual 
art and relIgIon. Surreal1sm prov1des a well-documented movement as a 
focus for th1S phenomenolog1cal and h1storical study. It lS hoped, 
however, that the approach hereln w1ll be found viable in the study of 
other art movements and forms, and prove useful to both the d1sciplines of 
the hlstory of relIgIons and the h1story of art. A skeletal outllne of 
the methodology employed ln thls dissertatIon lS as follows: 

1. the phenomenolog1cal approach 
a) phenomenology of relIgion attempts to describe religious 

phenomena 
b) phenomenology and art 

2. Cross cultural comparlson with transformative religlous traditIons: 
a) Buddhism as a model of a relgion seeking psychological 

transformatIon through meditatlon 
b) religlous eplstemology 
c) problems of cross-cultural comparison 

3. Difflculties of Interpretlve Language in an Interdisciplinary 
approach: 
a) the need for a common vocabulary 
b) Psychologlcally descriptIve terminology--Western and Eastern 

4. Psychology of RelIgion: a common language 

5. Artistlc Creativlty and Religious Awareness: a common context 

6. 

a) systems theory ln art and religion--limitations of iconographlc 
analys1s 

Some 
a) 
b) 
c) 

concepts of an interdisciplinary approach 
art as the objectlflcatlon of feeling 
mytholog1eal conceptions of the world 
metaphor: the prInclple of identification 

7. Symbollc transformatIon in art and religion: 
a) myth and metaphor 
b) mythology, dream and art 
c) parallel cognJtive patterns or fundamental principles in the 

form-giving processes of art and religion: 
1. the sense of slgniflcance 
2. metaphorlcal identlf1cat10n 
3. The tendency towards Ideation 
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A proposed method: the perception of the abject as a comparative 
madel. 

9. Major aspects of religion as a basls far del1neatlng a "religious 
dimenslOn" : 
a) mythalogy 
b) "WeI t anschaung"--wor Id v iew 
c) tranformation--medltation and other methods 
d) valuatlon--ethics, attltudes 
e) theory and praxis 
f) the aims of relIgIon 
g) iconagraphy--symbal1sm ln art and myth 

7. Charles Van Doren, The Idea of Progress. Concepts ln Western 
Thought SerIes, general ed., Mortlmer J. Adler. (New York: Frederlck A. 
Praeger, 1967) op. 5-7, 16. In one sense, the Idea of order wlthin 
h1story may be def1ned simply a~ the sense af sequence, successIon, or 
continulty. "Progress" implles a successive arder of chanqe manl fested 
through hlstory, and that thlS order can be known and 18 for the better. 
In short, the idea of progress is based on a belief ln an order Inherent 
in the historicai pro cess ltself. It can be understood as Implylng the 
follow1ng four asertlons: 

1. A definlte pattern of change eX1sts ln the hlstory of manklnd. 
2. The pattern of change that lS mBnlfested in hlstory lS not only 

discoverable, but actually known. 
3. The eXIstent and known pattern of change ln hlstory 18 in the long 

l'un, irreversible in direction. 
4. The dlrectlon of the irreversible pattern of change ln hlstory lS 

toward the better. 

8. See ElIzabeth Hansot, PerfectIon and Pro ress: Two Modes of 
Utoplan Thought (Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press, 1974. Aiso Joyce Oramel 
Hentzler, The History of Utoplan Thought, (New York: Cooper Square 
Publishers, 1965). 

12. On the Romantlc search for orlglns, see this dlssertatlon, 
Ch. III, The Historical Context: B., Romantlclsm, Prlmltlvlsm, Exotlclsm, 
and the Pursuit of "Origlns." See also M. H. Abrams, Natural 
Su ernaturalism: Tradition and Revolutlon ln Romantlc Llterature. (New 
York: W. H. Norton, 1971 • ( 1 1 fur) 
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13. For an analysis of utopianism and Dada, see Alan C. Greenberq, 
Artists and RevolutIon: Dada and the Bauhaus 1917-1925. (Ann Arbour: 
U.I'I.I. Research Press, 1979) Ch. IV., "The Quest for Umty and DnectlOn: 
Individual Commumty, and Utopla," p. 77-107. 

14. Breton, Mamfesto of Surreal1sm (1924), p. d..h • 

15. For a dIScuSSIon of manifesta as a genre, see Sorel Thompson, 
"Mamfesto: A Prehminary Madel for Dlscourse Analysls," M.A. thesls, 
MCGIll UnIversity, 1981. 

16. We use the term "hlstOrlClSm" here ln the sense glVen Il by Karl 
Popper, The Poverty of Hlstorlclsm (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957). 

17. Karl Popper, The Poverty of HlstorlClsm (Boston: The Beacon 
Press, 1957) p. 130, 161:"" 

18. Chrlstlne McCorkel, "Sense and SensIblllty: An Eplste-moloQlcal 
Approach to the Phllosophy of Art History." Journal of Aesthetlcs and Art 
Critlclsm, 1981. McCorkel connecte the hlstorlography of modern art wlth 
the logicai oosltivlsm of the nineteenth century, and with Victorlan 
ldeals of progress: "But the Victorlan faIth ln proqress and assurancP 
that the laws of nature could and would be dlscovered made that first 
positlvism profoundly optlmlsltlc." pp. 37,38, 41, 4'j, 48. 

19. Ernst Flscher, "Chaos and Form: The Necesslty of the New," 
Kenneth McRobble, ed., Chaos and Form: History and Llteralure, Ideas and 
Reiationships (WInnlpp-g: UnIverSIty of Manltoba Press, 1972) p. 147. 

20. Nathan Scott, The Broken Center: Studles ln the Theologlcal 
HorIzon of Modern Literature (New Haven: Yale Unlverslty Press, 1966). 

21. Scott, The Broken Center, p. 5. 

22. Scott. The Broken Center, p. lX. 

23. Wlnthrop Judkins, Fluctuant Representatlon ln Synthetlc Cublsm: 
PIcasso, Braque, Grls, 1910-1920 (Garland: New York, 1978). 

24. Katherlne Kuh, Break-up: The Core of Modern Art (ConnectIcut: 
New York Graphic Soclety, 1969), also Erlch Kahler, The Dlslntegratlon of 
Form in the Arts (New York: George Brazlller, 196A). 

25. 
(London: 

H. C. Rookmaaker, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture 
Inter-Varsity Press, 1973). 

26. William FlemIng, Art, MUSIC, and Ideas (New York: HaIt, 
Rinehart, and WInston, 1970) p. 359. 

27. The 
excerpt from 

frontlsplece for The Broken Center contalns the followlng 
Yeats' Il The Second Comlng": 

Things fall apart; the center cannat hold; 
Mere anarchy IS loosed upon the world; 
The best lack aIl convlctlon, while the worst 
Are full of pasSlonate Intenslty. 
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See also W. B. Yeats, Selected Poetry, ed. A Norman Jeffares (London: 
Macmillan & Co., 1969) "The Second Coming" p. 99. 

28. Scott, The Broken Center, p. IX. 

29. Scott, The Broken Center, p. 5. 

30. The Vlew that equates secularlsm, reiativity, and apocalyptic 
dlsorder 18 expounded by ErIC Rust, Salvatlon Hlstory: A 8iblical 
InterpretatIon (RIchmond: John Knox Press, 1962). 

31. Va~ Doren, The Idea of Progress pp. 147-157. Also Ch. 7, 
"DenIaIs of Proqress: Types of TheOries of Regress and of Cycles," p. 
117-121, and Ch. 9, "Cosmogenlc Regress," p. 153-157. 

32. See M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturallsm: TradItIon and 
Hevolutlon ln Romantlc Llterature, Ch. l, "The Deslqn of Blblicai 
Hlstory," pp. 32-37. Also Norman Cohn, The Pursult of the Mlliemum: 
Revolutlonary Millenarians and Mvsticai AnarchIste of the MIddle Ages 
rLondon: Granada PUbl1shlng, 1978) Ch. 1., "The TradltlOn of Apocalyptic 
Prophecy," pp. 19-36. Also G. Ernest Wnght and Reginaid H. Fuller, The 
Book of the Acts of God: Contemporary Schoiarship Interprets the BIble. 
(New York: Anchor Books, 1960) especlally "Apocalyptlc" p. 231-233 or 
Joyce Dramel Hertzler, The History of Utoplan Thought (New York: Cooper 
Square Publlshers, 1965) Ch. 2, "The Ethlco-RellglOus Utoplans and their 
UtopIanlSm," espeClally 2. The Apocalyptlsts, p. 7-99. 

33. Hertzler, The Hlstory of Utoplan Thought, p. 52. 

34. ThlS type of paradlgm 18 characterlstic of the reilgio-culturai 
lnterpretatlon of modern art. The same model IS employed by Northrop 
Frye, The Great Code: The Blble and Llterature (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, Jovanovlch, 1982), quoted by Naomi BlIven, "The Good Book," The New 
Yorker, May 11, 1982, pp. 104-106: "Blbllcal narratIve lS a serles of 
comedles--a connected row of U shapes as Frye vlsualizes lt--ln WhlCh a 
man or people falls away, suffers, repents ~ and uses agaln. That serIes 
of U's has famlliar counterparts: Pilgrlm's Progress and Llttle Women, 
and of course, plcaresque novels." 

35. Hertzler, The Hlstory of Utoplan Thought, p. 53. 

)6. The RevelotlOn of John, 12:9, 10. Also Revelatlons 8:14. 

37. J. ChrIstIan Beker, Paul's Apocalyptic Gospel: The Coming 
Triumph of God (PhIladelphIa: Fortress Press, 1982). Cited ln Fortress 
Press Journal, 1982, p. 12. 

38. WillIam Martln, "Waülng for the End: The Growlng Interest ln 

Apocal vpt lC Prophecy" The Atlant lC MonthlL, June, 1982, pp. 34, 31-37. 

39. Kenneth McRobble, Chaos and Form: Hlstory and Llterature; Ideas 
ond Relatlonshlps, p. x. 
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40. Van Doren, The Idea of Progress, Ch. 7, "DeniaIs of Progress: 
Types of Theones of Regress and of Cycles," p. 17-121. Van Doren 
dlscusses the Idea that aIl theories of hlstory are related to progress: 

"We have not ••• been able ta flnd any argued theory of reqress before 
modern tlmes--and we have doubts about even these .••• Almost a11 theorles 
of regress Include a note of warnlng. ln splte of the force of the 
afflrmat lon of regress, whlCh may be very qreat, almost a11 reqress 
authors hold out some hope for man. Instead of naylng flatly that the 
pattern of hlstory lS regresslve and that thlngs wlll go from bad ta 
worse, If they seem to be sayinq that things wIll go from bad worse If men 
do not change their ways •••• Of Importance here lS the relatIon of theories 
of contIngent proqress to theorles of regress, and of theorles both of 
contIngent rrogress and reqress to theorles of cycles. A theorv of 
contIngent progress, by deflnltlon, concedes that the future pattern of 
hlstory may not bp progresslve, whatever has been the pattern of the 
past .••• (p. 120).lf aIl cycllcal theories are dlsgulsed theories of 
regress, and If aIl theorles of regress, ln turn, are elther dlsqulsed 
theorles of contIngent progress, or more simply, Jeremiads aqalnst the 
practlce of human Ilfe as It lS now Ilved (that lS, prophe~les of doom If 
the author' s warning lS not heeded,) then a flnal quest 10n must be askerl. 
Are there, ln the West at least, any genulne denlals of proqress? 
(p. 121). 

41. 
(Oxford: 

George Stelner, "On Ihfficulty," On Dlfflculty and Other Essays 
Oxford UnIversity Press, 1980) p. 187. 

42. HenrI Bergson, cited ln Rudolf Arnhelm, Art and Visual 
Perceptlon: A Psycholo y of the creatIve Eye. (the new verSIon) 
Berkeley: UnlVerSJty of Callfornla Press, 1974) P. 152. 

43. See this dlsseratlon, Ch. 11, B. The Surreal and the Sacred: 
C. The Surreal and the Supernatural. 

44. See this dlssertatlon, Ch. III, The Historlcai Context; C. 
Decadence, Symbollsm, and the Daemonlc ln Late Nineteenth Century France. 

45. See Bessede, Robert. La Crise de la ConSCIence CatholIque dans 
La LIttérature et la Pensée Francalses à la fIn du XIX Slécle. (ParIS: 
Edltions Klincksieck, 1975). Also Edward Tiriyaklan, Edward, ed. On the 
Marcln of the Visible: Sociolo y, the [soterle, and the Occult. (New 
YOr!<: John Wlley and Sons, 1974. or Webb, James, The Occult 
EstablIshment (IllInois: Open Court Publlshln~, 1976). 

46. André Breton, ManIfesto of Surreallsm (1929), p. 128. 

47. l must thank Dr. Katherlne Young for her Inslghts on the taplc 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. As, for example, ln Anna 8alaklan's Llterary Orlglns of 
Surreallsm: A New ~ystlclsm ln French Poetry (New York: New York 
University Press, 1947T, which treats currents 10 French llterature such 
as the occultlsm of the Symbollst movement to the mystlclsm of Surrealist 
poetry. These Ilterary themes can only be compared to, but not Identifled 
wlth, the perceptions embodlerl ln Surreallst art. 

2. ln order ta grasp the central features of this eluslve movement, 
therefore employ the phenomenologlcRl method, although not excluslvely 

and often 10 conJunctlon w!th other approaches. 

3. Alexandflan, Sarane, Surreallst Art (New York: Praeger, 1970) 
quotlng Andre Breton, p. 232. 

4. The cult of expenence as a commodlty lS dlscussed by Harvey Cox 
ln Turnlng East: The Promise and the PerIl of the New Orlentallsm (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1977) especlally ln Chapter Nlne, "Enllghtenment 
by T lcketron: AmerIcan Society and the Turn East". 

S. See, for example, Roqer G. Betsworth, The RadIcal Movement of 
the 1960's (New Jersey: Scarecrow Press and the Amerlcan Theologlcal 
Llbrary ASSociation, 1980). 

h. B. J. Tlmmer, "Wyrd ln Anglo-Saxon Prose and Poetry", 
Neophllnloqus XXVI (New York-: Johnson Reprint LorporatlOn, 1940), 
pr. 24-35,213-228. Henceforth referred to as Tlmmer, "The Wyrd". 

7. Tlmmer, "The Wyrd", pp. 33, 217, 218, 221. 

8. Tlmmer, "The Wyrd" , pp. 215, 219. 

q. T lmmer, "The Wyrd", pp. 24, 25. 

10. For a dISCUSSion of the element of the Wyrd in Beowulf, see 
F. Anne Payne, "Three Aspects of Wyrd ln Beowul f"-;-ord Engllsh Studles in 
Honour of John C. Pope. Edited by Robert B. Buriln and Edward B. 
IrvIng, JI'. (Toronto: UniversIty of Toronto Press, 1974) pp. 15-36. See 
also W. Sedgefleld, ed. Beowulf. (Manchester: UnIverSIty of Manchester, 
1913) • 

11. A short deflmtlOn of the wyrd WhlCh compares its etymologlcal 
development wllh that of the word "fate" lS found in The Wanderer, 
T. P. Ounnlng and A. J. BEss, eds. (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 
1969) SectIon III, Vocabulary, pp. 71-74. 

12. Tl.rnmer, "The Wyrd", pp. 217-218. 

13. TImmer, "The Wyrd", pp. 215,227. 
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14. Tlmmer, "The Wyrd" , pp. 218, 223. 

15. Roger Shattuck, "Love and 
introductlon ta Maurlce Nadeau, The 
Penguin, Macmlilan, 1965) pp. 9-36. 
"Love and Laughter". 

Laughter: Surreallsm Reappralsed", 
Hlstory of Surrealism (Mlddlesex: 

Henceforth referred to as Shattuck. 

16. Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", pp. 17-18. 

17. Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", p. 18. 

18. Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", p. 19. 

19. ObJectlve chance, for Surrealism, lS the prlnclple of chancp RS 
it operates lmpartlally through the universe. The Surreallsts attpmpted 
ta emulate the operatlon of chance by uSlng random methods of artlstlc 
creatlon, based on the princlple of chance. It lS descnbed by AndrE' 
Breton as: "The attention that on every occaSlOn 1 have endeavoured to 
calI to certaln dlsturblng facts, certaln overwhelmlng cOlncldences ln 

works llke Nadja, the Cummunlcatlng Vessels and ln varlOUS prevIOUS 
communlcat lOns, has resulted ln ralslng - wlth a who Il y nE'W urqE'ncv - the 
problem of 'objectIve chance', ln other words, the sort of chRncp throuqh 
WhlCh lS manlfested - st1l1 very mysterlOusly for man - a necesslty \.tllch 
escapes hlm although he experiences lt as a vltal necesslly." (193'1). 
Jose Plerre, A Dlctlonary of Surreallsm. (London: Methuen, 1974) r. 123. 

20. Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", P. 21. 

21. Andre Breton, (1924) Manlfestoes of Surreallsm. Translated hy 
Rlchard Seaver an0 Helen R. Lane, (Anne Arbor: Unlverslty of Mlchlgan 
Press, 1974) p. \3. Henceforth referred to as Breton, Mamfestoes of 
Surreallsm. 

22. Clted ln Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", p. 25. 

23. Slgmund Freud, "The 'Uncanny"', Collected Papers Vol. IV 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1956) pp. 369-407. Henceforth referred ta as 
Freud, "The 'Uncanny "'. 

24. Freud, "The 'Uncanny"', p. 370. 

25. These dates are clted in several excellent chronologles of 
Surrealism, the most extensive of WhlCh lS Wlillam Rubln's Dada, 
Surrealism, and Thelf Herlta e (Greenwlch, Connectlcut: The Museum of 
odern Art, 1967 , pp. 197-216. 

26. Maurice Nadeau, The History of Surreallsm (Mlddlesex: Penguln, 
Macmlllan, 1967) pp. 13, 26, 56-7, 61,64,78,111,178,184,222,234, 
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27. "The 'Uncanny'" was flrst published ln German ln Freud's journal 
Imago, 1919. Freud, "The 'Uncanny"', p. 368. 
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28. Freud, "Dreams and Telepathy", 1921, Collected Papers, Vol. IV 
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ln James Webb, The Occult EstablIshment (IllInoIs: Open Court PubllshIng, 
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Puhllshlng, 1976). "In Germany, -the term Okkulllsmus was used up untll 
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parapsycholoqlsts (wissenschaftliche Okkultisten) •••• The phrase "psychical 
research", although IlR meanlng IS now certaIn, merely shCl'i'is the necessary 
InterpenetratIon of supposedly normal, abnormal, and paranormal aspects of 
the mlnd •••• " p. 361~. 
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31. Freud, "The 'Uncanny"', p. 371. 
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Freud was the central theoretical influence on Surrealist art. In the 
frontal statement of thIS article, Rosenstock declares: 

Surreali&m, as evolved by Breton, was largely inspired by Freud's 
research into free association and dre... imagery. Bret on, who had 
visited Freud in Vlenna in 1921, recognized the impact of the 
scientific application of psychoanalysis and free association ta the 
recollecton of dreams and the revelation of their meanings. He 
adapted Freud's discoveries to his own poetic investigation, using 
automatlc writing as a method of freeing the unconscious levels of the 
mind and as a means of self-revelation. Breton furthermore was 
convinced that dream and reality, the inner and outer worlds, two 
seemIngly contradictory entities, would eventually be unified in an 
absolute reality that. he called a "surreaUty". (p. 111). 
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Manifesta of 1924. Rosenstock states: 

It is the second part of this definition that encompasses de Chirico 
and the lilusionist Surrealists who did not employ automatism as a 
tool to discover the functioning of the mind. Nevertheless, they 
belleved that certain Images, remembered from a dream or revelation, 
indicated the eXIstence of a higher reality". (p. 111). 

Hosenstock attempts to modify the initial statement with some qualifying 
remarks: 
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De Chirico, both in his thinking and his art, antic\pated much of 
Surrealist theory. He wrote repeatedly of the dream and of the 
metaphysical reality it implied. (p. 111) 

In investigating the character of de Chirico's lmpact upon 
Surreallsm, one must be wary of such hyperbolic attention. Wh en we 
discuss below the influence de Chirico had upon lhe maJor illusionlst 
Surrealists we shall see that in many instances de Chirlco was just 
one of many precursors, whose work formed the root of Surrealist 
art. Vet his powerful conception, so dramatically expresed in hlS 
paintings, served as a spiritual point of oeparture for the 
Surrealists and provided a dlrect, slgnlflcant, and substantial 
contr ibution t 0 Surrealist art. (p. 113) 

In Rosenstoek's analysis of de Chlrlco, we may discern four dlstlnct 
presuppositions: 

1) That Surreallsm was largely inspired by Freud. 

2) That Freud' s research into dreams and free association was 
"scientific" -- a premise wc have already questioned in thlS 
chapter, Section C. Freud, "Magus of Surrealism". ThlS section 
places Freud's research within the hlstorieal context of the 
occult revival in late nineteenth century Vienna. 

3) That de Chirico "anticipates" or preflgures Surrealist theory, but 
does not directly influence it. 

4) That de Chirico's main influence was on the illusionistlc style of 
Surrealisl palnting. 

We have already questioned the first two suppositions. The latter two 
premises -- that de Chirico anticipates but does nat directly influence 
Breton's thearies, and therefore his primary influence is on the 
precionist style of Surrealist painting -- is brought into questlon later 
in thlS chapter, Section 3. De Chirico and the Surrealists: a) 
Affiliation; b) Discovery, and c) Theoretical Influence: Text Comparlson. 

Rosenstock's assessment of de Chirico's relationship ta Surrealist 
merely exemplifles certain received ideas perpetuated by other wrlters on 
Surrealism. 

De Chirico fares somewhat better in the article by Joan M. Lukach, 
"De Chirico an Italian Art Theory", also ln the same catalogue of 1982. 
Lukach relates de Chirico's wrltings to both Futurism and Italian 
Metaphysical painting, but thlS article does not deal with the artlst' s 
Surreallst affiliations. The most thorough and reflective study of the 
artlst's writings is, however, contrlbuted by Maurizlo Faglolo dell'Arco, 
"De Chirico in Paris, 1911-1915", which treats de ChlflCO'S relatlOnship 
with Appallinaire and his circle: Plcabia, Cocteau, Reverdy, and Gide. 
He also deals with de Chirico's adaptations of Hermetic phllosophy. (pp. 
11-34) • 
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89. This evaluation should be apparent upon reading this cl.apter, 
Sectlon c) Theoretlcal Influence: Text Comparison (to follow). 

90. Soby, The Early Chirico, p. 93. 

91. See this dissertation, Chapter II, C. "The Surreal and The 
Supernatural", 1. The Element of t'le Supernaturalj 2. G ymological 
Analysis. 

92. See this chapter, 3. De fhirico and the Surrealists. 

93. Appollinaire, cited in Maurizio Fagiolo dell'Arco, "De Chirico 
in Paris, 1911-1915", De Chirico (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1982) 
p. 19. Henceforth referred to as "De Chuieo in Paris, 1911-1915". 

94. Breton, Surrealism and Painting, p. 13. 

95. "De Chlrlco ln Paris, 1911-1915", pp. 20-28. 

96. Breton, Surrealism and Painting, pp. 16-17. 

97. Breton, Surrealism and Paintin9' p. 17. 

98. Waldberg, Surrealism, pp. 25, 34, 35. These more occult methods 
of arousing the imaginat ion are ment ioned by numerous euthors, but the 
enumeration of Surrealist methods is too large a subject to catalogue 
here. 

99. De Chirico, cited in Breton, Surrealism and Paintin , pp. 16-17; 
also cited in James Thrall Soby, Giorgio de :hirico New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, Arno Press, 1966) From a manuscnpt by de Chir ico, "On Music", 
p. 245. 

100. Thls statement is attributed to Grodon Onslow-Ford by Soby, 
Giorgio de Chirico, pp. 34, 67. 

101. Alexandrian, Surrealist Art, p. 58-59. 

102. Giorglo de Chirico, The Memories of Giorgio de Chirico trans. 
Margaret Crosland. (Florida: University of Miami Press, 1962) p. 67. 

103. In the Elvehjm Museum, Madison, Wisconsin, there is a large 
de ChUICO work depicting the "disquieting muses", attributed to the 
artist's early perlod of 1916-18. On close inspection this work resembles 
none of the __ ~ist's early works in touch, scale, or peint application. 
It is considerably larger than the works of the early period, and the 
paint application is of a buttery consistency that belies de Chirlco's 
greater mastery of the 011 medium, achieved in Rome after 1922. It has 
been some four years since 1 have actually viewed this work; however, 
aftcr reviewlng the inconsistent technique of de Chirico's early works 
shown ln the recent j·1:.!Qeum cf ~~cdel"n Art retrospective, 1 believe my 
initial assessment of this work ta be fUI'damentally correct. The work, in 
aIl likelihood, probably was misdated by the artist himself. 
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104. De Cnirico, 1911-15 cited in Soby, Gior~io de Chirico (New York: 
Museum of I~odern Art, 1955) p. 246. 

105. Breton, Manifesta of Surrealism, 1930, p. 178. 

106. Breton, Manifesto of Surrealism, 1930, p. 173. 

107. l have taken the English version of de ChIrico' letters from the 
translations in James Thrall Soby's Giorgio de ChirIco, while the orIginal 
French versions of his writings are taken from the original manuscrlpts ln 
the Museum of Modern Art Library, de ChirIco catalogue. l have checked 
the handwritten copies of de Chirico 's l, ~ters, which were wntten in 
French, against the typescript in the M.O.M.A. Library to ascertaln 
accurate transcription. The English verSIon of the Manifestoes of 
Surrealism is taken from the translation by Richard Seaver and Helen R. 
Lane, Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann Arbor: Unlverslty of Mlchlgan, 1974) 
as are-aïl other English quotations of the Manifestoes found in this 
dissertation. The quotations from the originRl French version of the 
Manifestoes are derived from the 1979 Gallimard edition: André Breton, 
Manifestes du Surréalisme, (France: Gallimard, 1979). 
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Chapter V 

fOOTNOTES 

1. l refer to the gestalt theory as defined by Kurt Koffka, and 
later employed by Rudolf Arnhelm with regard to the visual arts in Art and 
Visual Perce tion: A Ps chology of the Creative E e (the new version) 
(Berkëîey: Universlty of Callfornla Press, 1974 • 

2. 1 use the term "aesthetlc" here in the more common connotat ion 
of "haVlng to do with the beaut iful. " 

3. ln effect, the stimulus-response theory of B. F. Skinner's 
behaviora1 psychology. 

4. See Chapter II, A, 5. The Surreal and the "Uncanny." 

'J. See Chapter II, B. The Surreal and the Sacred. 

6. There have been several names cited for this painting including 
"Ceci n'est pas une pipe and The Perfidy of Images. 

7. Rubin, Dada, Surrealism and Their Heritage, p. 94. 

8. For an explanat ion of the term "sign" ln semiot ic theory, see 
footnote 56, Chapter IV. 

9. This phrase, "the CrlS1S of the obj I:'C'_ ," was originated by 
André Breton in an article of the same tltle 0; 1936, included in Breton, 
Surreallsm and Painting, pro 275-280. 

10. Marcel Duchamp, cited by Marcel Jean, The History of Surrealist 
Painting, (New York: Grave, 1960) p. 35. Henceforth referred to as Jean, 
The History of Surrealist Painting. 

11. Jean, The History of Surrealist Painting, p. 35. 

12. Jean Bazaine, Notes Sur la Peinture D'aujourd'nui, (Paris: 
Editions du Seull, 1953) p. 124. 

13. The term "thing-in-itsel fil is a rough translation of the 
Buddhist term tathata, which can a1so be understood as "thusness" or 
"suchness". In this sense it also may represent "being-in-itselr'. 
D. T. Suzuki defines tathata: 

Tathata, suchness, lS simply the world as beyond 
valuation, whether positive or negative. At this 
level, the world i8 also accidentaI in the sense of 
such terms as svayambhu (self-existent, becoming 50 of 
itself) or the Chlnese tzu-j~ (spontaneous, of itself 
so, nature, natural) •••• 
Sunyata is the exhaustion of thought in its attempt to 
grasp existence. But when thought relaxes its hold, 

384. 
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the world is not conceived but experienced as 
tatnata. That is to say, aIl that happens seems to be 
self-explanatory, self-sufflcient, and complele just 
by happening. 

D. T. SUZUkl, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, (New York: Schocken Books, 
1963) p. X1X. 

14. Jean, The History of Surrealist Palntlng, p. 35. Also pointed 
out by Rubin, pada, Surrealism, and Thelr Herltage, p. 19. 

15. Marcel Duchamp, cited in AI',xandr ian, Surrealist Art, p. 34. 

16. Marcel Duchamp, cited ln Jean, History of Surreallst Painting, 
p. 36. 

17. The principle of dissoclation 18 explored by Rubin, Dada, 
Surreallsm. and Their Heritage, p. 19. 

18. Breton, "The Crisis of the Object," Surrealism and Paintlng, 
p. 277. 

19. Breton, Surreal18m and Painting, p. 55. 

20. Breton, Surrealism and Painting, p. 46. 

21. Breton, Surrealism and Paint1ng, p. 46. 

22. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, o. l:3. 

23. Suzanne Langer, Philosoph in a New Ke 
Symbolism of Reason, Rite and Art New York: Mentor Books, 
Henceforth referred to as Langer, Philosophy in a New Key. 

24. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key., p. 100. 

111 • 

25. J. D. Bettis, ed. The Phenomenology of Rellgion, (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1969) p. 54. 

26. 

27. 
p. 71. 

28. 
p. 56. 

29. 

Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 27. 

Gerardus van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation, 

Ernst Cassi~rer, Language and My th (New York: Dover, 1945) 
Henceforth referred to as Cassi~rer, Language and My th. 

Breton, "Crisis of the Object," Surrealism and Pajnting, p. 280. 

30. This phrase is attributed to Tristan Tzara by Nadeau, History of 
5urrealism, p. 65-6. 

31. Breton, "Crisis of the Object," p. 279. 
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32. Lautréamont, cited by Shattuck, "Love and Laughter", p. 25. 

33. Breton, "The Cnsls of the Object," p. 275. 

34. "Metaphoncal ldentification": This deflnition is given in my 
r~~earch paper of 1976, "Symbollc Transformatlon ln Art and 
Religion." -- (Theory and ~1ethodology for the 5tudy of Art and Religion, 
independent research for ProfessaI' K. Klostermaier, Oepartment of 
Rellgion, UnIversity of ManItoba, Canada.) 

35. Cassi ~er, Language and My th, p. 91. 

36. Eliade, Patterns in ComparatIve Re~igion, p. 18. 

37. Cassi rer, Language and My th, p. 87. 

38. James G. Frazer, "Sympathet ic Magic," Reader in Comparative 
RelirIon, WIlllam Lessa and Evan Vogt, ed. (New York: Harper a~d Row, 
1958 p. 416-417; 415-425. 

39. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, p. 18. 

40. Stock, The Hol~ and the Daemonlc, p. 19. 

41. Stock, The Holy and the Daemonic, p. 17. 

42. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Relioion, p. 18. 

43. See Chapter II, A, 3, An Initial Definition of the Surreal: the 
element of the "weird." 

44. Franz Steiner, Taboo, (London: Cohen and West, 1956) p. 146. 

45. Wilfredo Lam, 1902. For a brief biography of this Cuban 
Surreallst, see José Pierre, Dictionary of Surrealism, (London: Methuen, 
1974) pp. 96-100. Henceforth refer .... ed to as Pierre, Dictionary of 
Surreallsm. 

46. Alexandrlnn, Surrealist Art, p. 190. 

47. Alexandrian, Surrealist Art, p. 190. 

48. Alexandrian, Surrealist Art, p. 190 

See also Sidra Stitch, 

50. Breton, catalogue ta an exhlbition of the work of Wilfredo Lam 
at the PIerre Matisse Gallery, New York Lit y, 1948. 
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51. Pierre, Dictlonary of Surrealism, pp. 96-100. 

52. The Surrealist "cult of love" is more extensively dellneated by 
wurks on Surrealist literature, although it is mentloned ln both llterary 
and artistic criticism. See Whitney Chadwick, "~ros or Thanatos: The 
Surrealist Cult of Love Reexamined," Art Forum 1L\, November, 1975, 
pp. 45-56. 

53. Stltch, Joan Mlro: The Development of a Sign Language, p. 30 

54. Stitch, Joan Mlro: The Development of a Sign Language. 

55. This amblguous term, "sign," cannat be understood as the 
semiotic model, "slgnifier-signl Fied," but in the work of Miro instead 
must be recognized as the mystical sign or gesture that has multiple 
connotations. 

56. "Hypnogoglc imagery": This phenomenon has been explored and 
isolated by those in sleep and dream research, autogenic tralning, and 
biofeedback. Robert S. De Rapp, The Master Game, (New York: Delta, 1968) 
p. 52. See also W. Luthe and J. H. Shulz, Autogenlc Tralning: A 
Psycho hysiolo ical Ap roach in Ps chothera (New York: Grune and 
Stratton, 1959 • 

57. l suggest this through my own use of the pastel medlum. 

58. Stitch, Joan Miro: The Development of a Sign Language, 
especially pp. 35-40. 

59. See Chapter III, Sections B, Romanticlsm, Prlmltlvlsm, ExotlClsm 
and the Pursult of Orlgins, and C, a, Charles Baudelaire: The Satanic and 
the Supernatural. 

60. l have extensively explored the ambiguities of Picasso' s "bone 
and stone" series in "'Nature Morte devient Corps Vivant': AmbIvalence ln 
Picasso's Surrealist Palntings, 1928-38." A research paper completed for 
Prof. W. O. Judkins, McGill UniversIty, 1981. 

61. Celia Rdoinovitch, '''Nature Morte devient Corps Vivant': 
Ambivalence ln Picasso's Surrealist Paintings," 1928-38. 

62. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 62. 

63. See Chapter III, The Hlstorical Context: Archaic, Occult and 
Daemonic Elemb~ts in Modern Art. 

64. See Chapter III, The Historlcal Context: Archaic, Occult and 
Daemonic Elements in Modern Art. 

65. Many of the ideas of the Corpus Hermeticum are detailed in 
Senior, The Way Down and Out, pp. 23-29. Aiso in Abrams, Natural 
Supernaturaiism and in Titus Burckhardt, Alchem~: Science of the 
Science of the Soul! (BaltImore: PenguIn, 1974 • 

Cosmos, 

• 
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66. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, Ch. X, "The Numinous in the Old 
Test ament," pp. 72-82. 

67. See this dlssertation, Chapter III, C., 2), Gérard de Nerval: 
The Goddess, The Muse, and the Imaglnation. 

6A. See thls dlssertatIon, Chapter III, C., 2), Gérard de ~~rval: 
The Goddess, The Muse, and the Imaglnation. 

69. Tlmmer, "The Wyrd", p. 25. 

70. See Chapter III, The Historical Context, c. Decadence, 
Symbolism and the Daemonic in Late 19th Century France. 

71. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 31. 

72. James Hall, Dictlonary of Subjecls and Symbols in Art, (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1979) p. 228. 

73. See Chapter Ill, A, 1. c) The Natural Sublime. 

74. Gilbert Hlghet, "The Mad Wor Id 0 f Hieronymus 8osch," Hor izon, 
Spring 1970, Vol. XII, No. 2. pp. 66-80. 

75. "Decalcomanla:" Pierre, A Dictlonary of Surre':iism, p. 50. 

76. Ernst's obsession with birds and his ornithologicai altar-ego, 
Loplop, are mentioned in the following studies: Rubin, Dada, Surrealism 
and Thelr Herita

5
e, p. 88. See also Pamela Pritzker, Ernst (New York: 

Leon Amlel, 1975 pp. 20-26. 

77. Rubln, Dada, Surrealism and Their Heritage, p. 88 

78. Pritzker, Ernst, pp. 20-26. 

79. A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesoputamia: Portrait of a Dead 
Civllization, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965) pp. 119-206. 

80. Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, pp. 119-206. 

81. Stock, The Holy and the Daemonic, p. 18 

82. For a dlscussion of the Surrealist preoccupation with dalls and 
mannequin parts, see Chapter II A, The Nature of the Surreel, a). The 
Ambivalence of the Wyrd. 

83. Xaviere Gauthiere, Surréalisme et Sexualité, (Paris, 1971). 

84. Whitney Chadwick, "Eros or Thanatos - The Surrealist Cult of 
Love Reexamined," Art Forum, 14 (Nov., 1975) pp. 45-56. Henceforth 
referred to as Chadwick, "The Surrealist Cult of Love." 
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85. Chadwick, "The Surreailst Cult of Love," pp. ~3-56. 
J. J. Bachofen, My th, Religion, and Mother RIght, (PrInceton: 
University Press, 1973). 

86. ChadwIck, "The Surreal1st Cult of Love," p. 51 

87. Chadwick, "The Surreailst Cult of Love,1I p. 55. 

8B. ChadwIck, "The Surreallst Cult of Love,1I p. 53. 

89. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religlon,1I p. 1-38. 

90. Cohn, The Pursult of the Millenium, p. 157-162. 

See also 
Princeton 

91. 
(Chicago: 

rrances Yates~ Giordano Bruno and the Hermetlc TradItIon. 
UnIversity of Chicago Press, 1964). 

92. Samuel Noah Kramer ed., MythologIes of the Anclent World, (New 
York: Doubleday &: Company, Inc., 1961) pp. 30, 150, 155, 200, 201, 210, 
254, 298, 299, 386, 387, 424. See also LouIse W. LIppIncott, The 
Unnatural History of Dragons, (PhIladelphIa, PhIladelphIa Museum of Art, 
1981). Henceforth referred to as LippIncott, Dragons. 

93. Lester B. Bridaham, Gar oyles, ChIméres and the Gror~s ue in 
French G~thic Sculpture, (ArchItectural Book Pubilshing Company: 1930 • 

94. 
(London: 

E. P. Evans, Animal S mbolism in EcclesIastIcal ArchItecture, 
W. Heinman, 1896 ReprInt by Gale Research Company, 1969 p. 180. 

95. Lester B. Bridaham, Gar 0 les, Chiméres and the Grotes ue ln 
French Gothic Sculpture, (Architectural Book Publlshlng Company, 1930 
p. xiii. 

96. Robert Bessede, La CrIse de la Conscience Cathoil ue dans la 
Litterature et la Pensée FrancaIse ~ la fin du XIX Slécle, Paris: 
EdItions Klincsieck, 1975). 

97. James Hillman, The Dream and the Underworld, (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1979) Chapter 3, IIPsyche," Depth-Hades-Underground and 
Underworld-Dream, pp. 23-68. 

98. Claude PicholS, Le Surnaturalisme FrancaIs, p. 111. 

99. The state of affairs in contemporary epIstemology apears to be 
animated by two streams of thought: that of the extension of Ilnquistlc 
analysis, epitomized by the thought of Paul RIcoeur, and that of 
psychophysiological theories of consciousness, Impllcit in the later 
writings of Susanne Langer (Mind and FeelIng) for example. It is posSIble 
that bath these streams of thought--the linguistlc and the 
psycho-physiologlcal--are in danger of beIng entrapped by theIr own 
categorIes of thought at the risk of not being able to create new ones. 
Linguistic theory, in its many manifestations as semiotlcs, structuralIsm, 
and especially as the currently popular "Theory of the Imagination" of 
Paul RIcoeur, does not seem able ta escape the basic dichotomy Imposed by 
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the use of the ver~al model. In point of fact, the verbal model actually 
IS more relevant to communlcat.~on theory than to cogmtlOn theory or 
eplstemology. 

In Opposltlon to the theoretlcal and implicitly ldeological, 
perspectlve of the llngulstlc theory, the researchers of the 
psychophYSlologlcal and the neurophY3lologlcal basis for thoJght may be 
overwhelmed by the mInute patlculars of their blologlcal studles, that 
Inevltably extend from the blochemlcal to the atomlc levels of existence. 
Th1S 1nterm1nable breakdown of the cogn1t~ve process into its physical 
component parts must by the very nature of its study deflect attention 
away from the more puzzl1ng questlons about cognltion. Nelther of these 
streams of thought offers a workable model of cogn1t1on--the llnguistic 
schools' exceSSIve clalms for universality negate 1tS spec1fic 
contr1butlon to the understandlng of the role of language withln thoughtj 
and the philosophical/neuro-physiologicai school tends to become 
overwhelmed by the minutiae of lts study. Therefore, ln this d1ssertation 
1 have attempted an understandlng of cognitlOn in terms of "fundamental 
pnnclples" that can be tested through theu applicability ta variaus 
phenomena, and that can also be used to develop self-awareness ln the 
practlce of art. The isolation of the various pnnciples of "symbolic 
transformation" of the creative Imagination lS therefore an attempt to 
understand the cognitive process in t new way. 

100. See Chapt er 1 l, "The Surrea! and the Sacred." 

101. See Chapter III, "The Historical Context." 

102. Breton, Surreallsm and Painting, p. 280. 

103. Breton, Surreallsm and Paintin9' p. 46. 

104. Ellade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 55. 

105. Calvln Tomkins, The World of Mb:ce! Duchamp, 1887-, (New York: 
Tlme Inc., 1966) p. 120. Henceforth referred to as Tomkins, Marcel 
Duchame· 

106. See Chapter IV, "In the Modern r ntext," D. Giorgio de Chirico, 
"En1gma of Surrealism" c.) Theoretica! 1,.1uence, Theme IV, The Power 
ObJect: Premonition, I~manence, and Omen. 

107. Wordsworth, "The Prelude," Selected Poems and Prefaces. 

10B. Chaucer, clted in R. H. Blyth, Zen in En9lish Literature and 
Otlental Class1cs, (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1960) p. 82. 

109. Gérard de Nerval, clted in Senior, The Way Down and Out, p. 88. 

110. Senior, The Way Down and Out, p. 88. 
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111 • Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 10. 

112. Tomkins, Marcel Duchamp, p. 119. 

113. Rubln, Dada, Surreallsm, and Thea Hentage, p. 104. 

114. Shattuck, The Banquet Years, p. 336. 

115. JosephIne \'ilthers, "The Famous Fur-lined Teacup and the 
Anonymous Meret Oppenhelm," Art Magazlne, 1977, p. 94. Henceforth 
referred to as VHthers, "Meret Oppenheim .. " 

116. Wühers, "Meret Oppenhelm," p. 95. 

117. Ellade, Patterns ln Comparatlve Rellgion, p. 170. 

118. Revelallons, Book 12. 

119. Lippincott, Dragons, p. 4. 

120. Eliade, Patterns ln Comparative Religion, p. 168. 

121. Helen Gardner, Art Through the Ages, Seventh Edltlon, revised by 
Horst de la Croix and Richard G. Tansey, (Ne~ York: Harcourt, Brace, 
Jovanovich, 19EO) p. 125. 

122. Ellade, Patterns in Comparatlve Religlon, p. 165. 

123. Wlthers, "Meret Oppenheim," p. 96. 

124. Tomklns, Marcel Duchamp, p. 138. 

125. Dali, cited by Tomkins, Marcel Duchamp, p. 138. 

126. Elias Ashmole, ed. Theatrum Chemlcum Britannlcum, a reprlnt of 
the London edltion, 1652, with a new introductlon by Alan G. Debus. 
(Johnson Reprlnt Corporation, New York and London) 1967. Clted ln Edward 
f. Edinger, Ego and Archetype, (Baltimore: Penguln, 1973) pp. 262-263. 

127. Rabinovitch, "Cybele: My th, Cult, and Iconogel1esls." See also 
Vermaseren, The Cult of Cybele, (Thames and Hudson, London: 1977) p. 10, 
11 • 

128. The "Black t~adonna" has been explored pnmarily by Gllles 
Quispel, a Jungian psychologist. 

129. Rabinovitch, :lCybele: My th, Cult, and Iconogenesls." 

130. Krappe, Genése, cited in Eliade, Patterns in Comparatlve 
Religlon, p. 181. See also Timmer ~ "The Wyrd, Il and Chapter l, 1. The 
element of the wyrd. 

131. Breton, Mrmifestoes of Surrealism, 1930, p. 178. 

132. Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, 1938. 0. 173. 
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133. Edinger, Eao and Ar,chetype, pp. 262, 263, 265. 

134. Tltus Burckhardt, Alchemy: SClence of the Cosmos, Science of 
the Soul, (Baltlmore: Penguln, 1974) p. 63. 

135. Edinqer, Ego and Archetype, p. 265. 

136. These anclent splrIt figures are dIscussed in most books on 
orlental art. See BenjamIn Rowland, The Art and ArchItecture of India: 
Rl!ddhIst, Hindu, Jaln. (England: Penguin, 1977). 

137. Mortlmer Wheeler, Roman Art and ArchItecture, (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1981). 

138. Ellade, Patterns ln ComparatIve ReligIon, pp. 163-182. 
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rOOTNOTES 

1. See Freidrich Hund, The History of Quantum Theory, trans. Gordon 
Peece, (London: George C. Harrap and Co., 1974 or T. 8ergsteln, Quantum 
PhySICS and Ordlnary Language (London: MacMIllan, 1972) pp. 21-26; 38-40. 

2. As defined by Kurt Koffka, and ln art by Rudolf Arnhelm. 

3. This argument was suggested by two works: Morse Peckham, Man' s 
for Chaos: 81010 ,8ehavlour, and the Arts (New York: Schock~ 

The ~ost extensIve debate on the order!dlsorder theme as yet) and 
Van Renssalaer Patter, "Olsorder as a BUllt-In Component of BlOloglcal 
Systems: The Survival Imperative" È.gon Journal of RellglOn and SCIence, 
1977, pp. 135-149. 

4. Patter, "Olsorder as a Built-In Component of BlOloglcal 
Systems," p. 142. 

5. See Shattuck, The Banguet Years, pp. 325-353. 
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