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Nancy Spero / Antonin Artaud / Jacques Derrida 
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Abstract 

This essay seeks to situate the influence of Antonin Artaud on the work of the American artist 
Nancy Spero within the realm of linguistic dislocation, drawing on her experiences in Paris 
during the period 1959-64. The problematic nature of language, translation and nationality in 
the literature surrounding her work is highlighted, and an alternative methodology is 
proposed: drawing on the work of Julia Kristeva and particularly on that of Jacques Derrida, 
the essay asks whether Spero’s quotation of Artaud can be seen as effective through the 
medium of difference rather than identification.  
 

It will always be me speaking a foreign language with an always recognisable accent. 

Antonin Artaud1 

 

‘If you’re not French how can you understand Artaud?’ This was the question posed 

by Margit Rowell, curator of the Museum of Modern Art’s 1996 exhibition of drawings by the 

almost legendary French artist, poet and theorist Antonin Artaud. Responding, at the Drawing 

Centre in New York on 10 November 1996, was a group of artists, critics and art historians, 

both American and European: among them the late Jacques Derrida, Artaud scholar and 

publisher of the poetry and literary magazine Sulfur Clayton Eschelman, post-colonial theorist 

Gayatri Spivak, Semiotext(e) founder and editor Sylvère Lotringer and Nancy Spero, the only 

artist on the panel, whose work has, since the late 1960s, been allied with the writings of the 

Frenchman. 

The curator’s question, of course, was a rhetorical one. Yet the matter of how, and 

with what implications, a female, indeed feminist, American artist like Spero accesses the 

words and images of the Frenchman Artaud, remains unsatisfactorily addressed in much of 

the writing on the subject.2 The difference in gender is difficult to ignore, and yet the relation of 

Spero’s artistic methods to the divide between America and Europe during the 1960s is even 

less often addressed, with many studies of American artists in Paris limited to considerations 

of Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns and Larry Rivers.3 How and why did Spero journey to 
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France and Artaud’s writings and drawings travel to America? And where might we situate the 

collision of their work? 

Benjamin Buchloh’s insightful analysis a decade ago of Spero’s relation to American 

modernist works of the period attempted to refute the usual marginal positioning of her work, 

claiming that she aims ‘to establish “other” traditions within the territory of modernism.’4 

Buchloh’s trajectory, however, is problematic in its limitations: it begins, by his own admission, 

with the work of Johns in the early 1950s and marches toward the conceptual, analytic peak 

of American art in 1968, though the iconic nature of that date and the revolution that it brought 

to the streets of Paris, with the city’s artists and writers at its heart, remains unacknowledged. 

Spero’s move to Paris in 1959 is posited as the deliberate reaction to the hegemony of the 

New York school that it undoubtedly was, yet the impact of those Paris experiences on her 

intellectual and artistic formation are insufficiently explored, despite Buchloh’s focus on the 

Artaud Paintings (1969-70) and the Codex Artaud (1970-71), both completed after her return 

to the United States, but certainly influenced by her time in France. 

Spero and her husband, painter Leon Golub, were certainly motivated to move to 

Paris to escape the hegemonic domination of the discourse of abstraction in the United 

States, which culminated for the couple in a particularly scathing critical response to Golub’s 

work in the Museum of Modern Art’s 1959 display of figurative painting.5 They lived in France 

until 1964. Though moving in largely ex-patriot literary and musical circles during this five-year 

period, Spero and Golub were exposed to important contemporary French artists on the Paris 

circuit, thriving within the international community of artists that passed through the city. 

Spero found the gallerists of Paris more willing to accept her as an artist, holding three solo 

shows at the Galerie Breteau, and taking part in various group exhibitions. The gallery 

maintained strong connections with the surrealist group, with whom Antonin Artaud had been 

involved intermittently and for whose leader André Breton he was something of a hero.6 The 

Cultural Centre on the rue de Dragon, run by the visionary USIS cultural attaché Darthea 

Speyer, also provided a gateway to the city’s art world, and provided a venue for Golub’s first 

European show.7  

Spero once again encountered Jean Dubuffet, to whom they had been first 

introduced during his major exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago some years earlier, and 
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who had during the 1940s coined the term ‘art brut’ with which Antonin Artaud’s oeuvre has 

often been associated. Under this designation, throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the ‘art of 

the insane’ had been exhibited by major art venues in Paris, including a permanent 

installation in the basement of the Galerie René Drouin. The naïve aesthetic of Dubuffet’s 

own work proposed the possibility of recovering a voice for the ‘outsider,’ offering Spero an 

important alternative to the New York School model. 

Golub exhibited at the Galerie Iris Clert, where Yves Klein had created his notorious 

Le Vide in 1958, and Nouveau Réaliste artist Arman displayed a gallery full of refuse titled Le 

Plein. In 1961 Pierre Restany’s exhibition 40° au dessus de Dada was held at the Galerie J in 

Paris. This and the American Embassy collaboration between members of the Nouveau 

Réalistes group and American neo-dadaists in the same year, would have introduced Spero 

to the possibility of crossing the strict national boundaries set up by Abstract Expressionism 

and its proponents.8  

It is during this time too that Spero first encountered the work of Artaud, at least 

fragmentally, well before she acquired an anthology of Artaud’s poems in English sometime in 

1969.9 French publisher Gallimard had begun to publish Artaud’s complete works in French in 

1956, while his texts appeared occasionally in the journal Tel Quel. Officially formed in 1960, 

the latter featured Artaud’s writing several times in 1960 and 1961, and its layout was partially 

devised by his close friend Paule Thévenin. As Patrick ffrench and Roland-François Lack 

have noted, Tel Quel was not only a journal of ‘creative writing’ but one dedicated to the 

radical textual practices and theoretical writings of its protagonists, Marcelin Pleynet, Denis 

Roche, Philippe Sollers and, later, Julia Kristeva and Jacques Derrida.10 In 1965 Tel Quel 

would dedicate an issue to Artaud’s texts which would include Derrida’s first contribution to 

the journal, ‘La Parole soufflée.’ This and the study of Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty by French 

theatre groups meant that his was a constant, if alternative, voice on the Paris literary and art 

scene throughout the 1960s. This voice was strong, too, in May 1968 with the publication in 

Jean-Jacques Lebel’s revolutionary broadsheet Le Pavé of Artaud’s 1925 letter to the Rectors 

of European Universities and the broadcast of his 1947 ‘To Have Done with the Judgement of 

God’. Though Spero had left Paris by this time, the primacy given to a linguistic consideration 
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of Artaud during her years there seems to correspond to her own concerns with the function 

of language. 

The first translation of Artaud’s writings made widely available to an American 

audience was published by City Lights in San Francisco in 1965 (in an edition still available 

today). Its editor Jack Hirschman was a friend of Spero, who described him as an ‘Artaud 

freak.’11 Hirschman used translations provided by American poets living in Paris and the texts 

provided a fashionable influence on literary and experimental theatre groups surrounding the 

underground bookshop in San Francisco. The markings that fill the margins of Spero’s copy 

attest to her continual return to Artaud’s works. Despite owning the Hirschorn edition, 

however, Spero repeatedly stresses the importance to her of the text in its original French.12 

This stance hints at her engagement with Artaud’s works not only in terms of the now familiar 

sense of alienation and isolation that they express, but also on a fundamentally linguistic 

level, concerned not only with the subject of Artaud’s screams but with what she later 

identifies as the ‘disrupture of language’ itself.13  

Spero’s direct quotation of Artaud first appears in the variously sized Artaud Paintings 

(1969-70). With their slanting, hand-written painted incantations, these are often regarded as 

pivotal in Spero’s move from figuration to her inclusion of text within the pictorial space. In 

fact, though her earlier works, including the Paris Black Paintings (1959-64), project a very 

different aesthetic from both the Artaud Paintings and that of the document typewriter font of 

the thirty-eight Codex Artaud scrolls (1970-71), we can discern in them the seeds of Spero’s 

later works, both in terms of her use of the blank page and her investigation of language. In 

particular, we may turn to a work like the apocalyptic Les Anges, Merde, Fuck You (1960; fig. 

1), as one of the earliest examples of her exploration of linguistic elements.14 White words are 

painted on paper scrubbed with black ink, patches of paper still visible, particularly around the 

ragged edges, where the artist’s name, also in black ink, is almost obliterated. Floating above 

the words, three disembodied heads with dark eye holes, gaping mouths and a central red 

tongue projecting into the void prefigure those which will become a motif throughout Spero’s 

work of the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

 

 



© Lucy Bradnock, 2005 

5 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

 

Fig. 1: Nancy Spero, Les Anges, Merde, Fuck You, 1960, oil on canvas, 43.8 x 55.9 cm. 

Collection of the artist. © Nancy Spero. 

 

Having been in Paris for only a year when this work was produced, Spero’s early use 

of a foreign language reveals vocabulary that is both sublime and obscene: noun and 

exclamation, divorced from the syntax that follows a basic acquisition of vocabulary. The 

words, iconic and contradictory, exist in shadowy limbo, isolated from any kind of context that 

might hint at a graspable meaning, ripped from the world of sentences and sense. We are 

reminded already of Julia Kristeva’s identification of obscenity without objective referent in the 

work of Artaud, a function that she interprets as a means of resisting the symbolic order.15 

The work bears early witness to the insertion of the body into the linguistic order, the 

dislocation of meaning and the destruction of the self, that Spero would discover in the 

‘fissured, deteriorating, petrifying, liquefying, coagulating, empty, impenetrably dense’ mind of 

Artaud.16 

In one of the later Artaud Paintings (1969; fig. 2), Spero quotes Artaud’s plea ‘why 

couldn’t it have been some world without numbers or letters,’ the tiny phrase hanging, without 



© Lucy Bradnock, 2005 

6 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

interrogative punctuation – a statement, an incantation? – in the middle of the paper page 

above much larger, blood red nonsense poetry: whilst not escaping letters here, we are at 

least freed of words, led back to the primal, guttural voice that Artaud strives for in much of his 

writing, and that resonate with the work of several French post-war avant-garde movements 

such as the Lettrists.  

 

Fig. 2: Nancy Spero, Artaud Painting: 'Why Couldn't It...’, 1969, gouache and ink on paper, 64 

x 51 cm. © Nancy Spero. 

 

The upper half of Spero’s work is devoted to an image reminiscent of an explosion, 

the big bang, strokes of paint swirling around a central black vortex, surrounded by rays of red 

and auratic blue bands. The all-consuming black fog of Les Anges … has become 

concentrated, not exploding but imploding, offering us a glimpse of that primal nothingness 

which exists before the codification of language and of visual symbol. In the centre of the 
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blackness is a ghostly head, similar to those of the earlier painting, with three dark holes for 

eye sockets and mouth. Sound becomes the means by which the shapes of the image might 

be understood, resonating throughout the work, from this ominous head to Artaud’s ‘verse’ 

and back again, situating meeting of the two within the realm of corporeal noise, wailing, 

screaming, sighing, the expulsion and impulsion of air into the bodily cavity.  

Kristeva’s 1972 psycholinguistic analysis of Artaud’s use of poetic language identifies 

his writing as the process by which the ‘exteriority’ of language is called forth. Thus the other 

of language itself is called into play: Artaud is ‘in conflict and thus in dialectic with himself.’17 

For her, this state of the pre-verbal is conjured through the production of such ‘isolated, non-

lexicalised phonemes.’18 She describes Artaud’s vision in his own words. It is both attractive 

and repulsive, seductive and nauseating: ‘The fire of languages, the fire woven into the twists 

of language, in the brilliance of the earth which opens like a pregnant belly with entrails of 

honey and sugar …’19 Language is a twisted and dangerous thing, allied to the sweet and 

bloody violence of birth, the journey from womb to world, from the belly of the m/other earth to 

the realm of the ‘twists of language’ that constrain and bind. Considered in this context, the 

swirling vortex of Spero’s painting may be seen as vaginal, a painful path back to the womb. 

The linguistic labour of which Artaud speaks is reversed in an attempt to thrust us back into 

this primal pre-verbal state, ungoverned by the ‘numbers or letters’ of writing and painting.  

The gaping womb-like mouth creates a violent link between the interior of the mouth, 

site of the voice, and the interior of the womb. The primal is visceral. Spero’s interest in Eric 

Neumann’s vision of the ‘Great Mother,’ which traces the myth of the womb as the origin of 

‘the breath and the word, Logos’ is tempered by the violence of Artaud’s language in which 

such a journey from the womb is one that involves violence and pain.20 Breath and birth lead 

from inside out, both denoting a separation from the m/other and the painful joining of a rigid, 

codified society. Later, in Spero’s Codex Artaud, the gaping, empty, screaming mouth 

becomes the site of the tongue, with its manifold phallic implications, cementing language to 

the body and to sex. 

The tongue (langue) is body and language, that which speaks of and from the body. 

The great, swollen head of Codex Artaud XVII (fig. 3), and its protruding tongue enact the 

dislocation of language by disrupting the grid of typed text. Language is reclaimed by its most 
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bodily, primeval form, the tongue. Artaud’s repeated text, into which the tongue forces itself, 

reads: L’OBSCÈNE PESANTEUR PHALLIQUE D’UNE LANGUE QUI PRIE (‘the obscene phallic weight of 

a tongue that prays’): the heavy phallic tongue that recurs in Spero’s painted pictograms. A 

phallic language, which, if we are to play Jacques Derrida’s linguistic game, prays, pries and 

preys upon, concerns especially pertinent to Spero’s feminist project, fighting to express the 

female in a visual and textual field dominated by phallogocentrism. The ‘phallic language’ is 

heavy, weighty, burdensome, yet by appropriating the broken and frenzied text of Artaud, 

Nancy Spero uses it as a way to escape this phallic burden: ‘I’m literally sticking my tongue 

out at the world – woman silenced, victimized and brutalized, hysterical, talking “in 

tongues”.’21 The disruption of language becomes a deliberate strategy aimed at undermining 

a symbolic order structured through the acquisition of such language: hysteria and ‘talking in 

tongues’ are elevated as the means by which a pre-symbolic state might be expressed, 

outside the realm of the patriarchal. To this end, Artaud’s name, repeated four times on this 

one scroll, acts both as incantation and attribution alongside the recurring tongue motif. As 

she reminds us time and again, Spero is harnessing the mother tongue of Antonin Artaud, 

one that is alien in its foreignness, in maleness and its madness.  
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Fig. 3: Nancy Spero, Codex Artaud XVII'(detail), 1972, typewriting, collage, gouache on 

paper. © Nancy Spero. 

 

Derrida offers another appropriate voice of linguistic dissent, one that returns 

frequently to the subject of Artaud. His 1965 text ‘La Parole soufflée’ was followed by ‘The 

Theatre of Cruelty and the Closure of Representation,’ originally a lecture delivered at the 

Artaud colloquium, International Festival of University Theatre, Parma, in April 1966, and 

printed in Critique in July of that year. Dedicated to Paule Thévenin, the latter essay identifies 

the primacy of alienation in the Theatre of Cruelty and the central role of Artaud’s questioning 

of language, which Derrida represents as his opposition to a form of theatre ‘consumed by 

speech.’22 Both the subversion of the centre-periphery relationship and the use of language 

and its dislocation are themes that correspond to Nancy Spero’s artistic project. 

Derrida’s later text Forcener le subjectile, published in 1986, once again takes up the 

theme of Artaud’s work as a means of discussing the dislocation of language and meaning, 

through the merging of word and sign into troublesome pictograph. Though taking as his 

subject a series of portraits and sketches produced by Artaud during the late 1940s, Derrida’s 

approach remains one that focuses on the function and dysfunction of language. Derrida’s 

‘subjectile,’ neither subject nor object, itself an expression of the untranslatable, is the means 

by which we might access 

the support, the surface of the material, the unique body of the work in its first 

event, at its moment of birth, which cannot be repeated, which is as distinct from 

the form as from the meaning and the representation …23 

Derrida’s text was intended originally for publication in German only, appearing in 

Munich in Spring 1986. In the later French edition, published by Gallimard in Autumn of the 

same year, Derrida makes this paradox explicit: ‘what I am writing here in French, in a 

language that was up to a certain point and most often that of Artaud, is first appearing in a 

language said to be foreign.’24 Writing originally, then, for a language not his own, Derrida 

notes that Artaud ‘uses the words of others,’ in his use of ‘indirect naming’ (‘what “is called” 

like this “the subjectile”’).25 The voice of the other – a function more specific than the general 

ecstatic unintelligibility of glossolalia – simultaneously controls (in Artaud’s case spoken by the 
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doctors of the asylum, in Spero’s the patriarchal art world that refused to show her work) and 

liberates, freeing the self from the constraints of origin. Derrida speaks thus of writing against 

the mother tongue: ‘it will be necessary to force it, to render it completely mad,’ in order to 

express what is untranslatable, the subjectile.26 Artaud’s violent fusing of drawing, writing, 

signs and nonsense emerges as an attempt to ‘unsense’ in order to attain a universal 

language beyond, or prior to, the constraining systems of linguistic signification, ‘a language 

that was not French but could be read by everyone, of no matter what nationality.’27 

Such terms speak effectively of the violence inherent in Artaud’s texts, which, veering 

from verse to nonsense and back again, are simultaneously poetic and obscene. Spero, 

cutting, slicing, and overlapping his words in blocks that are sometimes illegible, enacts this 

violence on the surface of the paper. The pain of the body (Artaud’s wracked by the electro-

shock therapy inflicted at the Rodez asylum, Spero’s by the pain of female subjugation and, 

later, of progressive arthritis) is paralleled to the pain of the text, which is presented in shards 

of torn paper, sometimes legible, often not: one scrap, in the lower left corner of Codex Artaud 

XXVII bears a round hole similar to those that Artaud inflicted on his ‘spells,’ scrawled and 

scored letters posted to Parisian friends and enemies during his doomed flight to Ireland in 

September 1937. Spero’s aim, ‘to further fracture the already fractured writings of Artaud,’ is 

clear.28 Artaud’s writings are used against themselves, to interrogate their own substance, to 

confuse and render incomprehensible. 

As in the early Les Anges, Merde, Fuck You, where Spero’s own name is almost 

obscured by black ink, it is often Artaud’s name that is obliterated. In Codex Artaud VI (fig. 4), 

the letters of his name are layered densely on top of one another, repeated to create a pattern 

of dark inky smudges where once nominal identity would have been. Identity is denied logic 

(the rule of the symbolic law rooted in the word, or ‘logos’). The self is shattered, in both its 

physical and its psychic form, the body and its textual boundaries turned inside out. Word 

becomes a black void, whilst the tongue repeatedly forces its way out onto the page, into the 

text: interior and exterior are confused, conflated: we encounter the realm of the in between, 

the passage from one state to another. 
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Fig.4: Nancy Spero, Codex Artaud VI (detail), 1971, typewriting, painted collage on paper, 52 

x 316 cm. © Nancy Spero. 

 

Thus the Codex Artaud can be located neither within the self, nor without, but existing 

in, or beyond, the boundaries of the body, its membrane-like surface offering a clear analogy 

to skin. We are reminded of the ‘other side of the looking glass,’ that André Breton visualised 

in his tribute to Artaud, but may oscillate between one side and another, constantly aware of 

the existence of that plane that simultaneously separates and joins the two.29 It is in this realm 

that we may most easily situate Derrida’s definition of the Artaudian subjectile, ‘what has no 

consistency apart from that of the between,’ ‘the hymen between the inside and the outside, 

the upper and the lower, the over here or the over there.’30 Thus for Derrida, the subjectile that 

lies at the heart of Artaud’s work is ultimately both male and female, bound up with the 

implications of the process of creation, both birthing table (couches) and paper support.  

Once again we may turn to the ‘body’ of the Codex Artaud scrolls, their material 

makeup, which makes deliberate allusion to the function of the paper support in several ways. 

Spero’s adoption of the collage technique enacts over and over again the tearing of the text. 

But this is articulated doubly, for the scrolls themselves are created by the pasting together of 

several sheets of rice paper. Overlapping, tearing, cutting, sticking, all are qualities inherent in 

the work’s very support. The creases that run through the torn pages of text add further 

reference to the messy process of fusing that her method entails. Her layers, deliberately 

fragile, evoke the delicate strata according to which identity is structured and controlled by the 
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symbolic order, and suggest the vulnerability of language in its purest sense. Wounds appear 

throughout Spero’s work as they do in Artaud’s drawings, both metaphorically and physically, 

in the torn, burnt, paper. The penetration of the page is allied to the penetration of the body. 

The tongue that plays across the scrolls of the Codex Artaud acts as both public and 

private organ, that of speech and sense, but also of sensuality and sexual pleasure, the organ 

that licks, tastes, probes. Thus it can occupy the realm of the traditionally male and female, 

sense and sensual, whilst having the ability to breach the boundary of the body, stretching 

from the inside (visceral, warm, soft) to the outside (the world of words, grids, typeface). Male 

and female are conflated in the figure that appears next to the web of Artaud’s name in Codex 

VI, reappearing in triplicate in Codex XXV, bearing four udder-like breasts and phallus. Other 

is incorporated into self in a literal and bodily form, that occupies neither gendered realm, but 

that in between, the realm, once again, of both and neither, of the subjectile. The symbolic 

order incarnated in the logos, the intact word or text, is undermined and dismantled. Defined in 

Lacanian terms according to lack, where the phallus represents both a split from m/other and 

fear of castration, the symbolic order is subverted by Spero’s hermaphrodite forms, which 

reclaim the phallus for the feminine and the womb for the masculine, and the ability of each to 

speak with the voice of the other. Spero can utter male words, just as Artaud can describe 

himself as ‘his daughters’ or ‘his mother.’ Symbolic structuring of body and language are 

attacked by both Artaud and Spero: irrationality becomes a weapon, the ‘split mind’ of the 

schizophrenic a rejection of the self imposed by psychoanalytic law. 

Spero speaks Artaud’s words, in his (m)other tongue. Her paintings do not illustrate, 

but rather resonate alongside Artaud’s text, forcing his words to speak with her voice. Spero’s 

statement that ‘Artaud would have hated my appropriating his language and shifting his 

implications,’ is central to understanding the way in which the Codex Artaud functions.31 

‘Shifting’ Artaud’s ‘implications’ is an act that far better reflects the sense of dislocation found 

in his work (visual and textual) than the stiff application of theory to image. Her own 

implications are as constantly shifting, her hieroglyphs imbued deliberately with several 

different and contradictory voices. Thus, her exclamation ‘Artaud, I couldn’t have borne to 

know you alive …’ can be read as much on theoretical level as an emotional one.32  
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While Nancy Spero made a conscious decision to quote Artaud in his original French 

(if that is what we can call the language that he himself declared not to be such), she 

manipulated, crushed and twisted the words that she appropriated. If, according to Derrida, 

the ‘unsensing’ (forcené) of language is core to Artaud’s ethic, then is to translate into English 

to lose meaning, or further to unsense it? Does Artaud make more (or less) sense in English? 

Perhaps, to return to Margit Rowell’s initial question, one may better understand the 

‘nonsense’ of Artaud when one is not French. Thus approaching from a different mother 

tongue, we avoid being distracted by the ‘natural’ language that Derrida identifies as Artaud’s 

target. How different would this paper be if it were translated into French or, as Derrida’s, was 

intended for a German speaking audience? We are impelled to repeat Derrida’s aside, ‘how 

will they translate that?’33 Where is the sense? The subtitle of this short study (Nancy Spero / 

Antonin Artaud / Jacques Derrida) places Artaud deliberately in the middle: he is drawn in 

opposite directions, towards the wordy French philosopher and the American feminist artist, 

who fishes amongst literature, art, history and myth to catch her sources in a way that is 

unwittingly Derridean. 

Derrida’s own struggle with language is a bodily one, centred on the vocal repetition of 

his subject, located somewhere deep in his throat, spat out onto the page. The repeated 

utterances of the words of his title, forcener and subjectile, as sounds first and foremost – for, 

fort, force, fors et né – remind us of Artaud’s primal sounds. Is Derrida too trying to escape the 

web of linguistic signification, or does he weave it yet tighter? Our journey of other voices has 

been one of betweenness, beginning by traversing the distance between uptown and 

downtown New York, moving between America and France, male and female, insanity and 

comprehension. This is the only method by which we might engage with the work of Artaud or 

of Nancy Spero. Derrida warns us against trying to write in Artaud’s language:  

Anyone who would try to write like him, under the pretext of writing towards him, 

would be even surer of missing him, would lose the slightest chance of meeting 

him in the ridiculous attempt of this mimetic distortion.34 

Those writing on Spero encounter a similar problem: our texts are littered with 

references to glossolalia, logorrhoea et cetera, because we can find no words in our own 

mother tongue capable of describing what we are experiencing in front of these works. Art 
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historians must resort to ancient languages, placing words side by side like building blocks of 

expression, while Derrida plays endlessly with the etymological implications of a solitary 

Artaudian neologism, arguing in endless spirals over the subjective subject of the subjectile:35 

in the end, ‘the mind of man has been poisoned by concepts’ and all words are the words of 

others.36 
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Against the Current. The Story of the Surrealist Group of 

Czechoslovakia 

Lenka Byd ovská 

 

Abstract 

As the 2001 exhibition Surrealism: Desire Unbound at the Tate Modern demonstrated, there is a trend 
in contemporary interpretations of surrealism to focus greater attention on Czech artists. In their time, 
they were naturally integrated into the international surrealist movement. After Paris and Brussels, 
Prague was one of the most important centres where surrealism was developed by several 
generations of artists. While the work of figures such as Teige, Nezval, tyrsk , Toyen and Heisler, 
who were in direct contact with Breton, has attracted notice from foreign scholars, the work of other 
Czech surrealists has yet to be considered in the international context. 
 

The poet Vít zslav Nezval, the initiator of the surrealist movement in Czechoslovakia, was a 

keen reader and translator of Nadja. When recalling his first meeting with Breton in Paris on 9 May 

1933, Nezval could not hide this source of inspiration. When he and the theatre director Jind ich Honzl 

arrived at no. 42 rue Fontaine, they learned that Breton had just left. 

Nezval, who was always effusive, described the incident thus: ‘I’m tired, I’m crushed. I ask 

Honzl if we can rest in the café on the corner of the square. We enter. We choose the first empty table. 

André Breton is sitting across from us. “It’s like a scene from Nadja,” I say to the man whom I had to 

meet at some point in my life […] when we walk up to his table. The people who would later be our 

only friends meet there, turning up, one after another, at regular intervals. Paul Eluard, Benjamin 

Péret, Max Ernst. I recognise them. It’s like a scene from Nadja. We looked for André Breton at home. 

I was tired. It’s chance that we entered this very café. “We are the same thing that you are.”’
1 

The next day, Nezval handed Breton a letter in which he proposed concrete co-operation with 

the surrealist movement, in the name of the Prague avant-garde association Dev tsil. The text was 

immediately printed, on May 15, 1933, in the fifth issue of the journal Le Surréalisme au service de la 

révolution. For the moment, Nezval still sheltered under the name of the Dev tsil artistic association, 

which united almost all of the Czech avant-garde in the twenties.
2
 At the beginning of the 1930s, 

however, joint activities had already fizzled out and Nezval therefore had to establish a new base: the 

Surrealist Group of Czechoslovakia. Its core membership consisted of a few friends from the former 

Dev tsil. Originally it had eleven members – nine men and two women. They included the poets 

Vít zslav Nezval and Konstantin Biebl,
3
 the director Jind ich Honzl, the painters Jind ich tyrsk  and 

Toyen, the sculptor Vincenc Makovsk , the composer Jaroslav Je ek
4
 and the young author of 
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psychoanalytic studies Bohuslav Brouk. The theoretician Karel Teige joined the group a little later, 

after settling a dispute, of several years’ duration, with tyrsk . Nezval’s enthusiasm for astrology, his 

life-long interest, was apparent in the formation of the group. Like Breton, Nezval saw in astrology, 

with its analogies and symbolism, the essence of poetry. Nezval founded the surrealist group in 

Prague on the spring equinox, March 21, 1934, at the beginning of the astronomical and astrological 

year. He was intrigued by the constellation of the spring horoscope, which promised the success of the 

romantic avant-garde collective activity, with its distinctly utopian orientation.
5
  

After Paris and Brussels, Prague became one of the most important centres of surrealism. 

One has to ask, however, why surrealism took hold in Prague so late, almost ten years after Breton’s 

first Manifesto of Surrealism. The founders of the Prague group pointed out that they had developed 

their own artistic programme in Dev tsil from the very beginning of the 1920s. They stressed that the 

manifesto of their artistic trend, poetism, was published in 1924 before the Surrealist Manifesto and 

that the poetist and surrealist standpoints gradually drew closer together. But the idea of an idyllic 

analogy between poetism and surrealism was an expedient retrospective construction. That is, in the 

linear model of development of the time, the Czech avant-garde of the twenties had considered itself 

more mature, politically and artistically, than the surrealist movement. From the communist standpoint, 

it criticised the anarchist features of the surrealist revolt. It also had reservations about the principle of 

psychic automatism. It criticised the surrealist paintings as a step backwards, a return to the 

descriptive figurative trend before cubism.
6 

The change of view was motivated in part by the Second Surrealist Manifesto, in which Breton 

endorsed dialectical materialism, the classics of Marxism and co-operation with the Communist Party 

of France. In December 1930, Nezval included a translation of the Second Manifesto in the second 

(and last) issue of his proto-surrealist journal Zv rokruh (The Zodiac). After the Charkov congress, 

which focused on socialist realism and rejected the European avant-garde, Nezval and Teige shared 

Breton’s fear for the future of contemporary art, which was condemned by the right for being too 

revolutionary and by the left for not submitting to the cultural policies of the communist parties. At that 

time, the hedonistic poetry of Dev tsil seemed anachronistic. The emphasis shifted to the interior of 

the individual. There was growing interest in surrealist approaches. 
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Jind ich tyrsk , Emily Comes to Me in a Dream, 1933, collage on paper, 35 x 25 cm, private 

collection. All images are reproduced from the book: Lenka Byd ovská and Karel Srp (eds.), esk  

surrealismus 1929-1953, Praha, Argo 1996. 

 

Nezval saw surrealism, first and foremost, as an artistic method that offered him new creative 

experiments. That was why he could desert a few years later, unlike tyrsk  and Toyen, who accepted 

surrealism as an existential stance and became surrealists once and for all. In the transition to 

surrealism around 1930, a strange psychological inconsistency was manifest in both Nezval and 

tyrsk : on the one hand, they had hitherto distanced themselves from surrealism in their works of 

criticism; on the other hand, they were clearly attracted to it in their artwork. At the beginning of the 

thirties, tyrsk  concentrated on the theme of eroticism: in 1930-1933 he issued a private publication 

for subscribers, Erotická revue (The Erotic Revue), with illustrations by a wide range of well-known 

Czech artists. Toyen, for whom the eroticisation of the world was a life-long theme, was one of the 

most uninhibited.
7
 She also contributed to the erotic Edice 69 (Edition 69), which tyrsk  founded in 

1931. It started off with Nezval’s Sexuální nocturno (Sexual Nocturne), supplemented by tyrsk ’s 

own collages. While Nezval’s text was not of the same quality as the daring prose of Georges Bataille 

or Louis Aragon and developed around infantile sexuality and taboo words, tyrsk  lived up to the 

model of Max Ernst’s xylograph collages. Edice 69 culminated with the poetic text of tyrsk ’s Emilie 

p ichází ke mn  ve snu (Emily Comes to Me in a Dream), accompanied by the artist’s photo-montages 

and a psychoanalytic interpretation by Bohuslav Brouk. By that time, dreams had already become an 

important source of inspiration for tyrsk . He had been recording them since 1925, first in words and 
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later also in drawings. It is possible that he was inspired to do so by the records of dreams published 

in La Révolution surréaliste. It was dreams that led him to re-evaluate his ideas about art: through 

dream fragments, he returned to concrete features and achieved a distinct individualisation of the 

object. He agreed with Teige that the dream state was not creative in itself and that one could not 

deny the free act of artistic creation. He understood dreams as a storehouse of motifs that he could 

join to form new units, which would not refer back to the empirical world. 

 

 

Toyen, Erotic Drawing, 1937, water-colour, Indian ink on paper, 9.5 x 14.5 cm, private collection. 

 

The cycle Ko eny (Roots), from 1934, dominated the paintings that tyrsk  included in the first 

exhibition of the Surrealist Group of Czechoslovakia, at the beginning of 1935. For Nezval, it was the 

embodiment of Breton’s words about convulsive beauty. The cycle shows how tyrsk  treated a single 

theme, reinterpreted each time in a different way, with its own content and aim. The provocative erotic 

connotations referred back to dreams recorded in the twenties - the dream about the mandrake and 

dreams about snakes - and also to the common dream motif of the cleft or crack. At the same time, 

tyrsk  worked with found objects: during his stay in the umava (Bohemian Forest) region in the 

summer of 1934, he was fascinated by the intricate tree roots, often reflected in water, in the woods by 

the Black Lake. He recorded them in working photographs, which he never exhibited or reproduced. 

Jan Muka ovsk , a member of the Prague Linguistic Circle, found tyrsk  and Toyen’s work 

particularly interesting. He observed that tyrsk  built a painting from an outline, and thus denied the 

cohesiveness and depth of the space of the painting. Muka ovsk  described this approach as an 

expression of the painter’s epistemological outlook on reality. By contrast, in Toyen’s work one often 

saw the object connected with its milieu. The spectres in her paintings were formed from the structure 
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of the amorphous, ‘informel’ background, which recalled tree bark or the surface of a wall. According 

to Nezval, the main shift between artificialism and the first phase of surrealism in Toyen’s work 

consisted in the attempt to restore emotion in the object, without illustrative tendencies and without 

slipping into representational painting.
 
Toyen drew on her experiences from 1928-1929, when, in her 

striking work with paints, including the relief layering of the paint materials, roughening with sand, 

cutting, scratching and spilling, she was able to evoke emotions that were based on tactile as well as 

visual impressions. While Toyen concentrated mainly on paintings, tyrsk  also focused intensively on 

photographs. In these, inspired by Atget, he exposed the concrete irrationality of the most ordinary 

surroundings. He was also interested in collages, in which he combined psychoanalysis with Gestalt 

psychology. The large set of collages, St hovací kabinet (Moving Cabinet), from 1934-1935, treats 

variations on the theme of sentimentality and cruelty. tyrsk  ironised and fundamentally changed the 

meaning of the banal kitsch reproductions. 

 

 

Jind ich tyrsk , Roots, 1934, oil on canvas, 50.5 x 65 cm, private collection. 

 

Like Toyen, the sculptor Vincenc Makovsk  created an innovative work with materials in his 

relief ena s vázou (Woman with a Vase) from 1933, combining cork, wax, tar, fabric, twine, matches 

and cardboard. Through the destruction of the corporeal form, he suppressed the visual cohesiveness 

of the whole; he stressed the abstract, ‘informel’ side, which was one of the expressive boundaries of 
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surrealism. He turned to the other pole of surrealism in the sculpture Dívka s d ckem (Girl with Child, 

1933-1935), a unique persiflage on the sacred theme of the Madonna. He fit into the line that had 

begun with the famous painting by Max Ernst of the spanking of Jesus, The Blessed Virgin Chastising 

the Child Jesus Before Three Witnesses, 1926, and would end with the late anti-Catholic collages of 

Jind ich tyrsk  (1941). Along with tyrsk  and Toyen, Makovsk  exhibited at the first surrealist 

exhibition in Prague, but he lost his enthusiasm for experiments and concentrated more on traditional 

sculpture and official commissions. In 1936, this led to his expulsion from the group. 

 

 

Toyen, Deserted Den, 1937, oil on canvas, 113 x 77.5 cm, Státní galerie v tvarného um ní v Chebu. 

 

The activity of the Prague surrealists was concentrated around exhibitions (1935 and 1938) 

and debates, and their publications consisted of both original texts and translations of French 

surrealist literature. At their invitation, André Breton, his wife Jacqueline and Paul Eluard came to 

Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1935. According to Breton, they were given a triumphal welcome. 

Breton made thorough preparations for the trip, writing two important lectures for his visit to Prague. 

These were: ‘The Surrealist Situation of the Object – The Situation of the Surrealist Object’; and ‘The 

Political Standpoint of Art Today.’ In addition, he delivered his Brussels lecture from the previous year, 

‘What is Surrealism?’, at Charles University. All three lectures were later published in Czech 
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translation in Co je surrealismus? (1937), with a cover by Karel Teige. In the Prague lectures, which 

drew large audiences, Breton analysed contemporary surrealist ideas. His reflections corresponded to 

the ‘reasoning’ phase of surrealism, in which the first ‘intuitive’ phase became material for study. At the 

same time, he reacted to the deepening political crisis. It was by ‘objective chance’ that in the same 

year, Edmund Husserl delivered key lectures about the ‘crisis of the people of Europe’ in Prague; 

Rudolf Carnap worked at the Prague German university and the Prague structuralists began to publish 

the journal Slovo a slovesnost (Word and Literature). Thus, disparate intellectual currents crossed in 

Prague in 1935 – surrealism, phenomenology, logical positivism and structuralism – which at that time 

were united by the attempt to diagnose the contemporary state of crisis and to propose a course for 

the future.
8 

 

 

Jind ich tyrsk , The Infant Jesus, 1941, collage on paper, 46 x 26 cm, private collection. 

 

Breton and Eluard came to an agreement with the Prague surrealists about the first issue of 

Mezinárodní bulletin surrealismu (The International Bulletin of Surrealism), which was published in a 

Czech-French edition in the following year. tyrsk  and Toyen gave them some of their works, which 

then regularly appeared at international exhibitions of surrealism. The Prague surrealists were 

incorporated into the international movement. Breton urged tyrsk  and Toyen to investigate objective 
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surreality. This is confirmed by tyrsk ’s monumental painting Trauma zrození (The Trauma of Birth, 

1936), which the artist described as a panel of objects, which create an object-entity, which is in itself 

a painting. He drew on his own existential experience during his stay in Paris in 1935, when, in the 

grip of a serious illness, he hovered between life and death. The title refers to the popular book by the 

psychoanalyst Otto Rank, Das Trauma der Geburt (1924), excerpts of which were translated in 

Nezval’s Zv rokruh. Rank was also popular among the Parisian surrealists and clearly influenced 

Breton and Eluard’s book L’immaculée conception (The Immaculate Conception). At the same time, 

tyrsk  came to grips with Dalí’s small oil painting in the collage The Accommodations of Desires 

(1929). After the mid-thirties, Toyen combined ‘informel’ artistic approaches with the veristic depiction 

of concrete irrational objects. When considering her work, Muka ovsk  raised the question of whether 

the objects depicted were things or beings, and came to the conclusion that there was a movement in 

both directions, with one latent in the other. 

 

 

Jind ich Heisler, Rake, 1943, photograph of an object, 68 x 97 cm, private collection. 

 

Teige gradually moved closer to Breton’s position, both in terms of his understanding of the 

theory of the internal model and of the danger of fascism and Stalinism. The other surrealists, with the 

exception of the communist Nezval, shared his critical view of the terror in the Soviet Union. In March 

1938, Nezval came into conflict with the rest of the group when he approved of the death sentences 

passed in the Moscow trials. In the tense situation, he decided to dissolve the group. Both the 

communist and the fascist press welcomed this decision, but the other members resisted and 

continued to co-operate without Nezval. A similar problem occurred in the Parisian group in 1938 
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when the communist Eluard left the group. In the polemical brochure, Surrealismus proti proudu 

(Surrealism against the Current), Teige wrote a scathing analysis of political and cultural Stalinism. As 

a result, he was labelled a Trotskyite and won the enduring hatred of the communists. In 1938, the 

poet Jind ich Heisler, a generation younger, joined the group, bringing fresh inspiration. He 

immediately became involved in joint projects with tyrsk  and Toyen and moved in his experiments 

from a literary to a visual type of expression. During the occupation, the group continued to function 

illegally, until the death of Jind ich tyrsk  in March 1942. In the subsequent years, Teige, Toyen and 

Heisler continued to work together, but the other members abandoned surrealism. 

The influence of surrealism was in no way limited to the Surrealist Group of Czechoslovakia. 

This was true as early as the thirties, but paradoxically, surrealism greatly expanded in the Czech 

lands during the war, when it was banned. In the stifling atmosphere of the Protectorate, it 

represented, for the young generation, an alluring challenge to engage in free creative thought. There 

were illegal groups of young surrealists in various districts of Prague and in other Czech and Moravian 

cities. Immediately following the liberation, surrealist activities bubbled up to the surface from the 

conspiratorial underground. In Czechoslovakia, however, the period of freedom lasted just under three 

years. During this time, there were debates in Prague, as in Paris and Brussels, about the 

contemporary state of surrealism and its future orientation, including polemics with revolutionary 

surrealists and existentialists. Jind ich Heisler selected a set of new surrealist works from the famous 

Parisian exhibition Le Surréalisme en 1947. In November 1947 they were exhibited in Prague at an 

exhibition entitled Mezinárodní surrealismus (International Surrealism), for the catalogue of which 

Breton wrote ‘Druhá archa’ (‘The Second Ark’). In it this text, he defended the viability of surrealism 

and its independence of any kind of external pressure: ‘In art, no military-political command can be 

accepted or declared without a betrayal. The only obligation of the poet and artist is to utter his 

unchangeable NO to all disciplinary decrees.’
9
 In Czechoslovakia at that time, his challenge had a 

particular urgency. The first Czech envoys to Breton, Nezval and Honzl, did not rise to the challenge; 

they submitted to the communist dictatorship. Toyen, Heisler and Teige, by contrast, followed this 

principle – Toyen and Heisler in exile in Paris, where they joined Breton’s group; and Teige in Prague, 

where he was at the centre of a friendly circle of young, independent artists. He kept in contact with 

them until the henchmen of the communist regime hounded him to death in the autumn of 1951. 

 

1 Vít zslav Nezval, Neviditelná Moskva (Invisible Moscow), Prague, 1935. 
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Invention, imagination, interpretation: Collective activity in the 
contemporary Czech and Slovak surrealist group 
 

Krzysztof Fija kowski 

 

Abstract 

The contemporary Czech and Slovak surrealist group, tracing its roots to the historical group in 
Prague since 1934, has since the late 1940s privileged collective activity as a response to the 
obligations of clandestinity. From the 1970s onwards, games and collective experiments became a 
key focus for the group, supported by the theoretical writings of Vratislav Effenberger, in which 
analogical thought and an affirmation of the pleasure principle could be affirmed and explored. Since 
1989, the possibilities of exhibitions and publications have given the current group a broad public 
platform, albeit one that still awaits wider recognition. 
 
 
 
 The notion of contemporary collective surrealist activities, either in the guise of continuations of 

historical groups or in new formations, is something of a problem for historians of surrealism, and for a 

variety of reasons academics and curators working in the field have been almost entirely unable or 

unwilling to acknowledge their presence – or are even, one suspects, simply unaware of them.1 The 

contemporary Czech and Slovak surrealist group might well prove to be the first to break this pattern, 

for against all the odds it has not just survived from its roots in the original Prague-based group of 

1934, it has somehow thrived, and at the time of writing arguably boasts a larger membership, broader 

public platform and more ambitious intellectual agenda than at any time in its seventy-year history.  

 What follows below might be considered a kind of introduction to this current group, but as well 

as being far from comprehensive it will focus on a partial and mainly factual perspective rather than 

trying to place events and ideas into a rigorous sequence or context. Its more specific aim, moreover, 

is to suggest the range of collective activity in the Czech and Slovak group since the 1970s. Although 

this approach will thus ignore a fascinating and diverse range of individual work made by group 

members, it is collaborative activity that remains a distinctive guarantor of surrealist action in today’s 

international movement, that made possible a cohesion of purpose and thought under hostile 

circumstances for the Czechs and Slovaks, and indeed that reflects the current group's own explicit 

priority and preference for joint rather than personal experience.2 

 It is worth outlining the historical background to the current group’s position, since both the 

group and its members (with the notable exception of film-maker and artist Jan vankmajer) are likely 
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to be unfamiliar to most readers and remain largely undocumented outside the Czech and Slovak 

Republics. Caught, like most of those involved in progressive creative practice in Central and Eastern 

Europe, between the rise and overthrow of fascism and the installation of Stalinist socialism, the 

Czech surrealist group of the 1940s lost many of its key members through death or emigration, and all 

of its means of public action. Though the formation of other groups close to surrealism in spirit – the 

Ra group and Group 42 – indicated that it was still considered an attractive intellectual current among 

younger artists, photographers and writers, it was not until the end of the 1940s that Karel Teige, the 

pre-war group’s major theorist, managed to gather a small band around him and resume meaningful 

collective activity. This surrealist group, however, would be obliged to maintain an almost entirely 

clandestine existence for the majority of the next four decades, with few opportunities for public outlets 

for its work. Teige in particular, as a leading thinker of the 1930s Left, was relentlessly hounded by the 

post-war regime until his death in 1951 (and the spectre of the trial and execution the previous year of 

Závi  Kalandra, who had been close to Teige’s pre-war circle, posted a reminder of just what a serious 

gamble surrealism in Stalinist Czechoslovakia might represent).  

 Under first Teige and then Vratislav Effenberger, the group’s principal activities consisted of 

cycles of questionnaires and the hand-made, single copy ‘publications’ The Signs of Zodiac (10 

issues, 1951) and Object (5 issues, 1953-62). By the 1960s, now referring to themselves under the 

deliberately blank title ‘System UDS,’ and profiting from the very gradual relaxation of censorship over 

the course of the decade, the group were able to risk an exhibition entitled Symbols of Monstrosity at 

the Gallery D in Prague in 1966. Two years later the thaw had turned into the liberalisation of the 

‘Prague Spring,’ and renewed contact with Parisian surrealists resulted in the major international 

exhibition The Pleasure Principle, organised by the French group, which toured to Prague, Brno and 

Bratislava. From the meetings between the two groups came the joint statement The Platform of 

Prague, a detailed manifesto that was to lay a cornerstone for the Czech group’s intellectual position 

over the following decade (even as for the Parisians it would mark one of the final significant collective 

acts before their group’s fragmentation in 1969). The Platform of Prague focused amongst other 

subjects on a critique of the monopoly of language under repressive systems in East and West alike, 

and set out surrealism’s key strategy as the liberation of words and signs. It attempted to redefine the 

notion of surrealism as a ‘minority’ current of thought in which radical ideas could be found in a 

nascent state, proposed an intention to rethink revolutionary theory from top to bottom, and insisted on 
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the privileging of shared thought, most particularly through games.3 Any optimism in the Platform, of 

course, proved short lived, and in August 1968 the entry of Warsaw Pact forces into Czechoslovakia 

heralded the beginning of a new period of censorship and repression, effectively committing the 

surrealists to a further two decades of underground existence.  

 

Fig. 1: Analogon, no. 1, Prague 1969. 
 
 
 This fresh setback did not overcome the group’s resolve, however, and the following year (a 

period in which the new clampdowns on cultural activity did not always take immediate effect) saw two 

significant events: the publication of the first (and, for the moment, last) issue of the journal Analogon, 

and the collective statement The Possible Against the Current, in which the group reaffirmed their 

commitment to surrealism’s potential to challenge and resolve the opposition between real and 

imagined situations: 

Surrealism acts on the evolution of the possible, going beyond the rationalisation of 

‘objective reality’ which is the domain of the majority ... It is not a question of emotional 

harmony, but of a conflict between the possible and the impossible, in which the 

impossible sets the reality of life in motion.4 

Once again, collective life and its privileged channel, games, were stressed as a key hope for the 

survival of surrealist activity; for the Prague group these would become vital ways to sustain 

momentum in what seem to have been the particularly grim and demoralising conditions of the 1970s. 

Through the course of the 1970s and 1980s, as we shall see, private collective activity – and a small 

number of samizdat public forums – were the bedrock of the group's identity and practice. All but 
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invisible to the outside world, group members continued to develop critical and imaginative positions, 

outlined for example in The Platform of Prague 20 Years On of 1987, which signalled the theme of the 

phenomenology of the imagination as a major focus. And then, against all expectation, the relatively 

swift popular movement leading to the ‘Velvet Revolution’ of 1989 suddenly opened possibilities for 

the next decade. The group, knowing how soon such chances could evaporate, were quick to seize 

opportunities for a public forum, with exhibitions in Paris and Czechoslovakia in 1990-91, followed by 

others in Hungary and Germany the following year, succeeded by many subsequent exhibitions and 

publications ever since. In September 1990, as if by magic, issue 2 of Analogon appeared, almost 

exactly as it had been promised on the back cover of the first issue twenty years earlier. Around this 

period, two Moravian surrealist groups had formed in Brno and ternberk, later together forming the 

surrealist Circle AIV; eventually, and in the face of the divisions instituted everywhere else in former 

Czechoslovakia, increasing collaboration between them and the Czech group led to the formal 

constitution of the Czech and Slovak surrealist Group, which continues a busy programme of private 

and public activity to this day. 

 Collective activity is, of course, a consistent and distinctive feature of surrealism. To a far 

greater extent than for the modernist avant-garde with which in any case it can be only partially 

compared, group experiences such as games, experiments, enquiries, collaborations and joint public 

platforms like publications and exhibitions have been the sine qua non for the elaboration of a 

surrealist thought and culture, in a real sense authenticating, guaranteeing and moulding their very 

possibility. As has already been suggested, the specific situation of the Czech and Slovak surrealist 

groups has presented a very particular case of this demand, as its participants in the 1950s and 1960s 

for example clearly recognised. The Platform of Prague specifically addressed this issue: 

As regards the sharing of thought, which remains one of our specific preoccupations, the 

liveliest impetus will be given, in Surrealism, to game playing and experimental activities. 

We place all of our intellectual hopes in both of them. Animating the life of groups, 

exalting friendship by integrating it with spiritual exchanges, they establish in each spirit a 

state of intersubjectivity where the facts of the present and individual history resound in a 

consonant way.5 

During the sombre years of the 1970s, characterised by Effenberger as an era of profound pessimism 

and of the ‘existential persecution’ of his friends that was completely unfavourable to the freedom of 
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group expression, clandestine collective experiences remained a bulwark in the face of the hostile 

world at large in which, he suggested, ‘humanity, in its essence, found itself confined in an ever more 

violent way to a few easily manipulable channels.’6 In these circumstances, then, sustaining common 

practices such as games and experiments represented a way of overcoming depression through free 

play, and potentially of countering the difficulties of gathering individuals regularly in the same location 

(since they might be played over protracted distances and periods). 

 Games, the Platform of Prague had affirmed, represented for the group ‘a collective expression 

of the pleasure principle,’ and in hindsight the current group has seen the period that followed its 

elaboration as characterised essentially by a focus on interpretative play. Typical of the interplay of 

serious enquiry and pleasurable imaginative freedom, for instance, was the game devised by Jan 

vankmajer Bonjour Monsieur Gauguin in 1973. Its participants (in order of play Martin Stejskal, Eva 

vankmajerová, Effenberger, Andrew Laas and vankmajer) were invited one at a time to reinterpret 

in visual form the enigmatic Gauguin painting of the game’s title using both a reproduction of the work 

itself and (except for Stejskal), what the previous player had produced. To supplement the results, in 

which the recognisable formal elements of the painting were swiftly lost in the course of play and 

supplanted by paintings and collages in which subjective, analogical echoes of its ideas and figures 

were rehearsed instead, participants provided a brief written description and analysis of their 

response. A concluding text by Effenberger drew together the themes and readings to offer a more 

solid, critical counterpoint to the game’s evanescent pleasures. The game, he suggested, turned out to 

have concentrated on the gender and power relations in Gauguin’s work, marking a passage in a 

chain of interpretations from enigma to madness, desolation and catastrophe.7 The results might well 

be read as a light-hearted way of provoking joint experience, but they also offer a means of 

encountering and thinking through an artwork that is quite unlike our usual analytical models, either in 

art history or from the perspective of artists’ reinterpretations. In a sense, the game generates new 

understandings that might be tentative and temporary, but which also situate the artwork and its 

meanings back where they belong, at the centre of inter-subjective experience. 

 Collective interpretative games such as this continued to be played throughout the next 

decades, their results often only sporadically and partially visible to outside observers. The catalogue 

of the 1983 exhibition Sféra Snu (The Domain of Dreams), for instance, contained a tantalising 

selection of ‘illustrated dreams’ in which participants had been invited to provide a visual (usually 
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collage-based) image and brief interpretative text. vankmajer was again the game’s originator, with 

the intention of discovering potential harmony within a variety of unrelated dreams by the eleven 

participants, beginning from an interpretation of one of his own dreams. Again, a relatively simple 

structure and premise resulted in complex levels of interpretation and analogical thought.8 The 

following year, as part of the group’s investigations into humour, the game One Ear Inside began from 

a cartoon of the same name in a state-run magazine. With only the title as guide, participants made 

images in which objective humour might be sought among correspondences between responses, and 

maps of ‘trans-mental’ communication sketched out.9  

            

Fig. 2: Jan vankmajer, The Restorer, collective   Fig. 3: Jan vankmajer, The Restorer, 
collective tactile game: initial found image, 1975.   tactile game: tactile object, 
mixed media, 1975. 
 
 
 Perhaps the fullest account of a surrealist game in the public domain is devoted to yet another 

of vankmajer’s proposals, The Restorer of 1975. vankmajer’s personal interest in tactile 

experiments led him to develop a complex game in which participants were invited to respond to an 

image through touch and interpretation alone. The intricate account, documentation and critical 

reading of this game represented an attempt to draw on analogical and complementary knowledge in 

support of vankmajer’s ongoing enquiry into tactilism.10 The game’s source was a found photograph 

of a bearded art restorer (bearing an uncanny resemblance to vankmajer himself) apparently working 

on a church mural and caught in the act of carefully positioning a syringe to the neck of a partially 

destroyed depiction of Christ. From this image, vankmajer created a tactile assemblage in which 

objects replaced elements of the scene (the bust of Christ, for instance, represented by an old shoe 

with fur for hair and beard, pierced by a corkscrew to suggest the syringe). Textures as well as shapes 
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evoked aspects of the image, with vankmajer already conscious of the potential psychoanalytical 

interpretations of its latent erotic aggression. This construction was then concealed in a black bag. 

With both hands in this sack, the game's participants were asked first to draw up a list of the objects 

and describe their initial sensations; next players brought together these tactile impressions so that 

associations and analogies might be combined into an imaginary ensemble; finally they were shown 

ten photographs and asked to identify which one of them the hidden object represented. The game 

had a number of explicit aims: could touch trigger associative thought and stimulate the imagination; 

could the imaginary relationships in the tactile object constitute a coherent mental configuration; could 

subjective tactile perception lead to objectification; does touch, when used in isolation, modify an 

aesthetic stimulus; how do visual representations affect tactile ones, and is synaesthesia in evidence? 

The results, documented painstakingly, suggested that the sense of touch has good claim to being 

‘objective’ and reliable, but that the imaginative stage of the game produced a wide variety of 

responses that nevertheless themselves tended to echo the sublimated themes of gender, eroticism 

and power. Players, vankmajer noted, tended to ‘live out’ their perceptions as actions or narratives in 

their accounts, pointing to the way that, where visual perception grasps a whole before its parts, haptic 

interpretations must ‘read’ the object, moving experience away from the image and towards memory 

and text. Of the participants, however, only Martin Stejskal was able to provide a ‘correct’ identification 

of the source image, offering a near-identical interpretation to vankmajer’s initial formulation. The 

dualism between subject and object, the latter concluded, could indeed be overcome through tactilism, 

even if only in special cases rather than as a general principle. 

 Such games, then, stressed not only ludic pleasure and imaginative élan, but also the crucial 

role of interpretation as a creative and active principle in itself. More specifically, Effenberger, who 

devoted a number of texts to this problem, would argue that from the early 1970s the aim of 

interpretative games among his friends was to lead ‘towards a knowledge of the sources of creation 

and the imaginative process.’11 Surrealist games, he argued, offered a way to tread a delicate path 

between positivist and dialectical thought, combining the principles of identity and analogy to arrive at 

a systematic knowledge through play (rather than the reverse, as is usually the case). A game's 

function, then, was ‘to ascertain in what way, under which conditions, functions and values, did the 

imaginative associations of the various participants agree with each other, and to what extent they 

could give rise to common inspiration.’12 What was at stake in the cycle of games played within the 



© Krzysztof Fijalkowski, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

8

Czech group from the 1970s onwards, according to Effenberger’s 1970 text ‘The Objectivity of Active 

Interpretation’, was the elaboration of a ‘potential objectivity’ that might develop a complex and 

multivalent universal system to challenge the paucity of our one-dimensional ‘true’ objectivity, using 

the latter’s scientific methods where appropriate but working dialectically to expose novel approaches 

and values.13 This formulation of interpretation as generator and arbiter of new systems of knowledge, 

and its role as a conducting rod between the individual, the group and the creative act, would remain a 

key component of the Czech and Slovak group’s methodology.14  

 

Fig. 4: Czech Surrealist Group, Collective Box for an Anthology of 
Eroticism (detail), collective object, mixed media, early 1980s. 

 
 
 Alongside interpretative games, a distinct but clearly related activity in the group has followed 

the path of collective experimentation, often involving the collaborative creation of a single object or 

image. The Collective Box for an Anthology of Eroticism, for example, made in the early 1980s, was 

an attempt to materialise ideas about a variety of sexual practices with the use of objects. Each 

participant was assigned a specific proclivity from a list of ten (homosexuality, masochism, voyeurism, 

fetishism and so on) – sometimes, it would seem, using this as an attempt to grasp the implications of 

an attraction they themselves did not share. The result of this collaboration was a complex item of 

‘sexual furniture,’ a kind of narrow painted sideboard with opening doors, drawers and panels, 

comparable in height and proportions to a human body topped with a coiffed head.15 Contained on and 

within its sections were objects and images, following chains of associations and analogies from each 
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player. Thus Effenberger, conceptualising necrophilia, strewed a drawer with sand (the ‘dead 

landscape’ of a desert) on which lay a pale comb with its handle in the shape of a woman’s body, a 

teddy bear’s glass eyes and a miniature tree. As usual, explanatory texts and interpretations 

accompanied the results. 

 An earlier collective object from the mid 1970s, Karel Teige’s Box, had used a similar method to 

pay homage to the former leader of the group. Players each selected a specific aspect of Teige’s 

personality (for instance love, hate, childhood, superego, friendship, death), and produced collages 

and assemblages reflecting instinctive responses to these themes. These were combined together 

into a single, complex structure on an ornate stand, suggesting a fabulous pulpit adorned with 

fetishes. Once again, explanatory texts were provided by each participant, as well as a more poetic 

and imaginative introduction by vankmajer (‘the black cloth designates the well of the unconscious, a 

cauldron in which meat is being cooked in a sauce of annihilation, a church falling to ruin, a sublime 

niche ...’), but in this case interpretation was seen as less important than the free play of pleasure, 

undirected, free from rules and exempt from recuperation. The central compartment around which the 

upper elements were organised, bearing a fragmented photographic portrait of Teige, acted as a kind 

of reliquary for portfolios of the group’s documentation of interpretative phenomena since 1970.16 Like 

the Anthology of Eroticism, even as it drew on pleasurable and even comical processes, this 

experiment also critically examined aspects of the dialectic of the subjective and the objective, the 

individual and the collective. An Effenberger text from around the same period, On Ludic Expression, 

had stressed play’s ability to reconcile the personal and the social, stating that: 

Internal, instinctive life on the one hand and objective life, the sections of life where the 

reality principle prevails on the other, can only be composed together in and through 

games. They will only succeed in doing this with the help of the new dimensions offered 

by the role of play within the psychosocial structure, a role which will be applied to it far 

less as a result of speculative reflection than through the overwhelming certainty of the 

reversibility between the serious and the futile, and from their common and intertwined 

evolution.17 

For Effenberger, the ‘seriousness of play’ gave it a revolutionary dynamic pitting liberty against 

necessity, so that a strand of ludic thought might be seen running from games to the sometimes 

violent ‘game of life’ enacted, for example, on the streets of Prague and Paris in the spring of 1968.18  
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Fig. 5: Installation view, Invention, Imagination, Interpretation: A Retrospective Exhibition of the Group 
of Czech and Slovak Surrealists, Glynn Vivian Gallery, Swansea 1998. (Photo: Bill Howe). 
 
 
 These games and experiments were to remain for the most part confidential to the group, with 

the exception of very occasional opportunities for their publication in overseas journals. It was only 

from the early 1980s that the group felt able to offer a more open display of their investigations on 

home soil, in the form of two proposed exhibitions (a small show at the Galerie Phasme in Geneva 

having been held in 1981). In common with exhibitions organised by the Parisian group, these were 

constructed around clear thematic concerns, based in part on collaborative games, enquiries and 

debates that effectively took precedence over specific individual works by members. In this way, the 

exoteric could effectively emerge from the esoteric, the public from the private – the former usually 

presenting a heavily edited version of the latter – and this curatorial strategy laying stress on the 

collective face of the Czech and Slovak group continues to this day (with the organisation of solo 

exhibitions usually also drawing on practical support from group members). The first of these projects, 

The Domain of Dreams, was elaborated around an anthology on dreams edited by Albert Maren in. 

The exhibition, installed in May 1983 in the provincial town of Sovinec (since an exhibition in Prague 

would have attracted immediate state intervention), never took place since it was raided by the 

authorities on the day of the private view, permitting the organisers only a matter of hours to clear the 

gallery. The catalogue nevertheless suggests the scope and ambition of the exhibition’s aims, with 

essays on subjects such as hypnagogic states, dream semiotics, dream and fear, as well as dream 

accounts, also including of course a range of visual responses to the theme.19 The following year the 

project Prom ny humoru (Metamorphoses of Humour) was also first conceived as an exhibition, but 

this time only resulted in an anthology.20 Since the fall of the communist regime in 1989, however, the 

group has proved increasingly capable of mounting large and ambitious international exhibitions, 

inevitably travelling en masse to install and supervise all aspects of them, even if the media and a 

wider public (ironically familiar only with historical rather than contemporary surrealism) have not 

always been aware of the results.21 
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Fig. 6: Analogon, no. 40, Prague 2004. 
 
 
 For different reasons, the group’s other public platform also displays the same characteristics of 

tremendous ambition and impressive results whilst reaching only limited audiences. The group’s 

journal, Analogon, is in its fortieth issue at the time of writing, with up to four thematic issues produced 

a year since 1990 (recent numbers have dealt with subjects such as language, mystification, the 

senses, and lies and manipulation). Large in format and with an impressive range of contributions (for 

the most part texts, though each issue also contains illustrations and portfolios of reproductions), its 

masthead of ‘Surrealism – psychology – anthropology – complementary sciences’ shows the group’s 

interest in a broader remit, but the core of its focus is the present and historical activities of the Czech 

and Slovak group, and translations of key surrealist and critical texts from other languages. Just as 

with the better-known French surrealist journals, trenchant critical positions on contemporary domestic 

and international culture and current affairs are to be found alongside artistic and literary production. 

Analogon remains little known, however, above all because publications in Czech are inevitably 

unlikely to attract a wide overseas audience, and foreign distribution has proved sporadic at best, in 
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general confined to members and friends of other contemporary surrealist groups in Europe.22 

 Projects such as these present the public face of the group which nevertheless reserves the 

most vital part of its life for private collective experience (even if exhibitions and publications can 

sometimes provide an organising framework around which internal debate can be structured). The 

group’s day-to-day schedule appears lively and organic, with enough confidence in its critical and self-

critical positions to have done without any clear ‘leader’ figures since the death of Effenberger in 1986, 

and the outside visitor is struck by the group’s dynamism, close ties of friendship and tremendous 

organisational vigour. While individual members can boast significant and fascinating bodies of 

practice, the group also remains faithful to Effenberger’s dictum that ‘creative individuality is only 

thrown into relief with reference to collectivity.’23 Play and collective life continue to animate 

contemporary surrealism, defining and prolonging its enquiry. As the group suggested in 1987, 

surrealist activity might best be qualified as the most complex and serious of games: 

What attracts us to Surrealism, by the effect of enigmatic attraction, is the simplest thing 

in the world, quite simply this essential curiosity to know that we find in games a sort of 

permanent game which has no end, enlarges the mental field in the monist sense of the 

term, and renews Surrealist collectivity according to co-ordinates that are as traditional as 

they are new, finding at the same time an exact and revelatory substance which radiates 

from the dialectical singularity defined by Breton. It is for this reason that Surrealism will 

always be so difficult to grasp.24 

 

                                                
1 One particularly blatant example of this tendency must suffice: the catalogue essay by Mary Jane 
Jacob entitled ‘Chicago: “The City of surrealism”’ presents a thorough account of relationships 
between surrealism and Chicago's public, collectors and institutions, yet fails even to mention the 
singular fact that a fully-formed and highly active surrealist group had been present in the city since 
1966. See Jacob in Terry Ann R. Neff (ed.), In The Mind'sEye: Dada and surrealism, Chicago: 
Museum of Contemporary Art 1985. 
 
2 English language material on the contemporary Czech and Slovak group – and indeed on post-war 
Czech surrealism - has until recently been scant. More easily accessible sources include Krzysztof 
Fija kowski and Michael Richardson, ‘Years of long days: Surrealism in Czechoslovakia,’ Third Text 
36, Autumn 1996, 15-28 and the collective catalogue Invention, Imagination, Interpretation: A 
Retrospective Exhibition of the Group of Czech and Slovak Surrealists, Glynn Vivian Art Gallery, 
Swansea 1998. English translations of documentation on the period of the 1950s and 1960s can be 
found in the ‘Anthology of Czech and Slovak Surrealism’ appearing as appendices in the group's 
journal Analogon 37, 38/39 and 40, 2003-2004; the group's enquiry The Position of the Stick (1965-
66), specifically addressing the problem of collective activity, can be found in the appendix to issue 40, 
Spring 2004, iii-vii. 
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3 An edited version of The Platform of Prague can be found in translation in Richardson and 
Fija kowski (eds), Surrealism Against the Current: Tracts and Declarations, London 2001), 58-66. 
 
4 Surrealism Against theCurrent, 68-70. The statement was a robust response to Vincent Bounoure's 
questionnaire Rien ou quoi? (Nothing or what?) on the possibility of continued group action launched 
in the wake of the Parisian group's apparent termination that year. 
 
5 Surrealism Against the Current, 65-66. 
 
6 Vratislav Effenberger, ‘Les jeux d'interprétation (1971-1974)’, Le La, 12, October 1980, n.p. 
 
7 Texts and images for the game are reproduced most fully in Effenberger, ‘Les jeux d'interprétation’. 
 
8 ‘Ilustrovan  sen’, in the collective catalogue Sféra snu, [no place of publication] 1983. 
 
9 ‘Surrealistická experimentace: Jednim uchem dovnit ’, in the collective catalogue Prom ny humoru 
(Metamorphoses of humour), [place of publication given as Geneva], 1984. 
 
10 Jan vankmajer, ‘Le Restaurateur: Expérience collective d'interprétation tactile’, Surréalisme 
1,,Paris 1977, 74-79. This text is only a part of the complete account, and a fuller version is found in 
Czech in vankmajer, Hmat a imaginace: Tactilni experimentace 1974-1983, Prague 1994 (samizdat 
edition 1983). 
 
11 Effenberger, ‘Les jeux d'interprétation.’ 
 
12 Effenberger, ‘Les jeux d'interprétation.’ 
 
13 Effenberger. ‘L'Objectivité de l'interprétation active’ (1970), Le La, 12, October 1980, n.p. 
 
14 See for example the 1998 collective statement in the catalogue Invention, Imagination, 
Interpretation, 3: ‘We view interpretation entirely as a creative activity: the author and the viewer are 
both interpreters or, to be more precise, from a Surrealist point of view both of the roles are 
interchangeable, for the quintessence of Surrealist activity is neither creative work or its consumption 
but communication.’ 
 
15 Images and selected texts are reproduced in Dungannon, 4 (special issue Surrealism as a 
Collective Adventure / Surrealist Group in Czechoslovakia), Örkelljunga, Sweden,, no date or 
pagination. 
 
16 ‘La Boîte de Karel Teige’, Surréalisme, 2, Paris 1977), 40-42. 
 
17 Effenberger, ‘Sur l'expression ludique’, in Vincent Bounoure (ed.), La Civilisation surréaliste, Paris 
1976, 207. 
 
18 Effenberger, ‘Le Sérieux des jeux’, Bulletin de liaison surréaliste, 4, December 1971, 1-6, reprint 
Paris 1977. 
 
19 Sféra snu. As a coda to these events, the exhibition was recreated by the group in Sovinec in 2001, 
with Analogon (32) acting as its catalogue and forum for debate. 
 
20 Prom ny humoru. 
 
21 Thus the very impressive exhibition Invention, Imagination, Interpretation, held simultaneously in 
three venues in Swansea, Wales in 1998, appears to have received no coverage at all from the 
national and specialist press in Britain, and was it seems attended predominantly by a local public and 
a relatively small number of individuals in direct contact with contemporary international surrealist 
activity. 
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22 Three other public forums exist for the contemporary group: the group's website (The Group of 
Czech and Slovak Surrealists, http://home.ti.cz/~surreal); its gallery in Prague, Gambra, which houses 
a small but lively display of artworks and books for sale to the public (whose access details are made 
available on the website); and a number of theatre-based events televised in the Czech Republic, 
enabling the group to pursue interests in performance and cabaret. 
 
23 Effenberger, ‘L'Individu et le groupe’, in Bounoure, Civilisation surréaliste, 223. 
 
24 ‘The Platform of Prague Twenty Years On’ (1987), in Richardson and Fija kowski, Surrealism 
Against the Current, 91-92. 
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Chaos, Mess and Uncertainty: Josef Sudek and Surrealism 

Vojtech Lahoda 

 

Abstract 
 
The aim of this essay is to emphasize Sudek’s links with surrealism. Between 1924 and 1928 Sudek 
produced photographs of the interior of St. Vitus Cathedral in Prague, where he was fascinated by the 
‘atmosphere of things’ and their ‘disorganisation,’ as the cathedral was still under restoration. When 
Sudek’s friend, the photographer Jaromír Funke, reviewed these photographs, he stressed the terms 
‘chaos’ and ‘vertigo.’ Chaos was a crucial notion for Sudek’s apprehension of reality: in chaos, it is 
possible to find secrets, because it is an endless source of imaginative investigation. Sudek came to 
the idea of secrets hidden in chaos through his understanding of surrealism in the 1930s. He 
photographed the surrealist exhibition Poesie 32 (Poetry 32) in Prague in 1932. His close friend, the 
painter Bed ich Vaní ek, participated in the translation of a number of surrealist texts from French into 
Czech. Another of Sudek's friends, the Czech painter Emil Filla, could also easily have introduced him 
to the surrealist movement in Czechoslovakia. This essay also goes on to discuss a selection of 
surrealist motifs in Sudek’s photographs.  
 

Disorder in the studio 

When the Czech poet Jaroslav Seifert, winner of the Nobel Prize for literature in 1984, recalled the 

studio of Josef Sudek, he wrote the following:  

Putting it briefly, it was fantastically disorganised. Breton's surrealism would have come into its 

own there. A drawing by Jan Zrzav  lay rolled up by a bottle of nitric acid, which stood on a 

plate where there was a crust of bread and a piece of smoked meat with a bite taken out of it. 

And above this hung the wing of a Baroque angel with Sudek’s beret hanging from it … Sudek 

knew where he was … in this unique disorder, amongst all these bits and pieces … This 

disorder was so picturesque, so immensely rich, that it almost came close to being a strange 

but highly subtle work of art.1  

In his memoir Seifert picks up on two things: surrealism and Sudek’s typical ‘messiness,’ which he 

perceived to be almost a work of art, and which also became a theme of his photographs. I am not 

sure whether ‘disorder’ in the studio is the prerogative of surrealism. Frida Kahlo would probably 

accept such an interpretation. After her visit to André Breton in 1939 she got colitis. She wrote to a 

friend: ‘I would bet anything that I caught these lousy bacteria at Breton’s studio. You can hardly 

imagine what a mess these people live in and what kind of food they eat. It is quite unbelievable. I 

have never seen anything like it in my damned life.’
2
 Whether Sudek’s disorderliness is linked with 

surrealism or not, I am convinced that Sudek’s work is unthinkable without the reality of surrealism.  
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Sudek and surrealism? 

So far, of course, not very much has been written on this theme. Antonín Dufek devotes a few lines to 

Sudek in his article on surrealist photography in the book entitled eská fotografická avantgarda 1918 

– 1948, edited by Vladimír Birgus.
3
 In this text, Dufek reproduces Sudek’s photograph Detail from 

1930 and at the same time he mentions his series of photographs of arranged heads, to which Anna 

Fárová drew attention in 1995.
4
 These were reproduced earlier in the magazine Blok in 1947. 

 What is the nature, then, of the relationship between Sudek and surrealism, which was at first 

completely ignored in Czech scholarship and then, as indicated, only recently mentioned here and 

there in the context of surrealism?
5
 Sudek’s photographs, even those that originated in the 1940s, 

1950s and 1960s, were from time to time seen in a surrealist context, especially abroad.
6
 In 2002 

Sudek’s photographs from the collections of the Art Gallery of Ontario, which the gallery acquired as 

an anonymous gift, were exhibited within the framework of a wider presentation of surrealist 

collections, represented by the dada and surrealist collections of Arturo Schwarz and the graphic work 

and illustrated books of André Masson from the Artur Gottlieb Collection.  

 

The aim of this essay is to emphasise Sudek’s links with surrealism and to indicate that, in my 

opinion, Sudek could scarcely have been Sudek, ‘the poet of Prague,’ if it were not for his encounter 

with surrealism and also for his peculiar understanding (or misunderstanding) of this movement. 

Josef Sudek was born in Kolín nad Labem on 17 March 1896. He trained as a bookbinder and 

he began taking photographs as early as around 1910. In 1915 he joined the army and on the Italian 

front in 1917 he lost his right hand, wounded by splinters from an Austrian grenade. After returning to 

Bohemia he once again began to take photographs. From pictorialist ‘mood’ photographs of 

landscapes, urban corners (of Prague) and images of the Invalidovna (‘War Veterans’ Hospital’), he 

made his way to advertising photography, which sustained him at the end of the 1920s and especially 

in the 1930s. During the years 1928-1936 Sudek worked for the ‘Dru stevní práce’ (‘Cooperative 

Work’) publishing house, which in the course of time added to its publishing activity the sale of applied 

art and furniture in a chain of shops with the name ‘Krásná jizba’ (‘The Fair Chamber’). 
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The disorder of things   

At the time when André Breton’s first Manifesto of Surrealism appeared in Paris, Josef Sudek was 

grappling with his period of pictorialist photography, which is still evident from the cycle based on the 

War Veterans’ Hospital (1922-1927). But already from 1924 until 1928 he was going ever more 

frequently to photograph the interiors of St Vitus’ Cathedral, one of the holiest places in Czech history, 

a splendid Gothic structure that rises up on Hrad any above the Vltava River. The Gothic building of 

Matyá  of Arras and Petr Parlé  harmonises with its neo-Gothic completion by Josef Mocker dating 

from the 19
th

 century. But of course even in the 1920s there was completion work going on in the 

cathedral. At that time one could also find inside the cathedral, alongside its many historical details, 

the ‘still-life’ created by builders working there – scaffolding, planks, heaps of sand, ropes, blocks and 

pulleys. In the photographs from St Vitus’ Cathedral are preserved all the elements of Sudek’s 

supreme photographic work: monumentality, a sense of the intimacy and fragility of the unrepeatable 

moment, the secret contained in every detail, and the strange, chaotic and unforeseeable grouping of 

objects, naturally arranged by life itself. Particularly attractive is the touching spirituality of these 

pictures, the chief instrument of which was the photographer’s sensitive, and almost alchemically 

mysterious, capturing of the light in the interior of the cathedral. In this sense Sudek’s photographs are 

still the heritage of pictorialism.  

In a completely new spirit, however, are the shots in which the emphasis is on the internal 

chaos of the space, the uncanniness of ordinary things, and the prominence of objects, whose 

utilitarian and functional nature is suppressed so that some scenes look like chaotic still-lives installed 

for their own sake. In the interior of the completed cathedral Sudek was fascinated by the ‘atmosphere 

of things’ and their ‘disorganisation.’
7
 Here Sudek drew close to the poetry of disorganisation and the 

aesthetics of the raw fragment of reality, which has in its un-naturalism a surreal nature, as was the 

case in the photographs of Brassaï, whose pictures were enthusiastically received by the surrealists. 

Of course, Brassaï was of the opinion that to classify his work as surrealist was a misunderstanding. 

The surreality in his photographs – the mistiness of Paris at night, but also the phantom-like figures of 

lovers in cafes and finally also the illuminated torsos of girls in twilit rooms – was something that he 

considered to be the consequence of a kind of ‘ghostliness,’ which was caused by his way of seeing 

things. He never tried for anything other than the expression of reality itself, beside which there is 

nothing more surreal.
8
 This also, in his way, was Sudek’s approach, even though he made far greater 
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use of presentational refinement in his photographs. I am convinced that with Sudek this strategy has 

its roots in surrealism. 

 

Chaos and uncertainty 

To Sudek’s supreme photographic activity of 1932, his independent exhibition in 'Cooperative Work's 

'Fair Chamber' in Prague, where the photographs from St Vitus’ Cathedral were predominant, Sudek‘s 

friend, the photographer Jaromír Funke, reacted with an article in Panorama.
9
 From his review it would 

be valuable to recall the following passage: 

Although photography is the most perfect reproduction process, nevertheless the focal 

distance and the given format are insufficient for the direct expression of the given object. 

There is nothing else for it than to use all the possible views afforded by the photographic lens. 

This strangeness of the human vision through the lens is, then, in a certain sense also 

desirable, because the human eye has a similarly strange impression of large objects, in a 

vertigo-like effect. And before the mightiness of a stone building the lens also comes close to 

human vertigo and depicts only a view of chaos. Not without purpose and for its own sake, but 

only in order to depict its grandeur. This is also the case here. Sudek’s photograph shows a 

disciplined, carefully executed and splendid view. The Gothic culture of the past cannot be 

more strongly depicted than from all aspects with delicate views from above or below. We do 

not wish for photographic montages, which are actually an emergency solution, rather for 

strangeness newly seen and executed ... Josef Sudek waited with the patience of the 

Japanese for the sun and the shadows to bestow on his subjects the magic of his ideas. He 

waited long hours, he came back again and again – over weeks and months. This man without 

an arm climbed the scaffolding and the towers and broke plate after plate, only to return with a 

fresh supply to observe and to record.
10

 

Funke’s reaction is fundamental from several points of view. First and foremost it is a defence of pure 

photography and adopts a negative attitude to the avant-garde celebration of the photographic 

montage, which was unacceptable both to Funke and to Sudek. More fundamental to our theme is the 

understanding of the basic essence of Sudek’s photography. This is implicit in Funke’s concept of 

‘chaos,’ which for him the lens reveals, together with ‘vertigo.’ 
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Fig. 1: Josef Sudek, Labyrinth, 1960s/1970s, photograph © Anna Fárová. 

 

‘Chaos’ also became a favoured concept in Sudek’s consideration of his own photography. At 

times he used the term ‘photographic chaos.’ This is undoubtedly linked with the ‘principle of 

uncertainty,’ which Anna Fárová has identified as the basic denominator in all of Sudek’s work.
11

 The 

concept of ‘chaos,’ which was most evident in Sudek’s Labyrinths, cycles of strange and mysterious 

photographic still-lives which appear in Fárová’s words ‘mysterious, irritating and Baroque, perhaps 

also to a certain extent provocative in their dark uncertainty,’ is perhaps another expression of the 

principle of uncertainty, inconstancy, internal change, transmutation, or entropy (fig. 1).
12

 The 

photographer himself admitted that later on he deliberately evoked ‘chaos.’ Chaos is another way of 

expressing the lack of organisation that attracted Sudek so greatly in his photographs of St Vitus’ 

Cathedral. In chaos it is possible to find secrets, because it is an endless source of investigation.  As 

James Gleick has noted: ‘Some physicists see chaos rather as a science of the process than of the 

state, as a science rather of changes than of being.’
13

 These categories suited Sudek both in art and 

in life.  

It is, of course, important to realise that Sudek’s ‘chaos’ had a special structure. This has 

already been alluded to by Fárová at the end of her extensive monograph on Sudek, when she 

described her experience of working with his photographic archive: ‘What I have been going through 

for twelve years was chaotic, but within it was firmly structured order.’
14

 As evidence of this order ‘of a 
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different kind,’ paradoxically corresponding to theories of chaos from the middle of the twentieth 

century (‘order masked as chance’),
15

 she quoted from a 1966 interview with Sudek: 

I began with a mess and I’m also ending with a mess. What’s the point of seeking order? Half 

of life is over. I know there is something in this heap. Perhaps this is what there is. I look, but I 

can't find it. But I do find something else. You always find something. It was pink and now it’s 

green and you must think what to do with the green. The seeking is the main thing.
16

 

We could compare this statement by Sudek to the credo of Salvador Dalí in his biography published in 

1942. Dalí writes that when he went to school as a boy he could:  

... easily conjure up again ‘anything I wanted’ in the large patches on the vaulting, and 

because I could also later do the same in the shapes of the billowing clouds during a summer 

storm ... the magic force of the reincarnation of the world beyond the bounds of the 

‘perceptions of sight’ penetrated the emotional domain of my life right at the beginning of my 

adolescence, so that I became a true magician in the ability to see something different at any 

time and everywhere ...
17

  

If Dalí, in the words of Dawn Ades, ‘saw rising from this chaos which was as formless as clouds 

progressively concrete images,’ then Sudek also achieved in his photographs unexpected and 

mysterious pictures in which new configurations and meanings emerge from the chaos.
 18

 In 1942 

Sudek took photographs of randomly occurring patches on a wall, in the series Omítka (Plaster). 

 

Vertigo and surrealism 

An important concept in Funke’s review of Sudek’s St Vitus photographs is his notion of ‘vertigo.’ It is 

decidedly not far removed from the surrealist aesthetics of the time. Giddiness caused by desire, by 

the irrational, but also by the ‘pitfalls’ and unforeseeability of reality comes close to the surrealist sense 

of ‘wonder.’
19

 It indicates the affinity not only of Funke’s work and approach, but also of Sudek’s 

photographs with surrealism. Although Sudek, however, did not suffer the same ‘vertigo’ of isolation 

and exclusivity that Dalí claimed to have experienced with satisfaction and narcissism when he 

climbed onto the roof of the family washhouse as a boy.
20

 Sudek’s vertigo is the vertigo of the 

impenetrable nature of the world, of the chaos that the artist should be capable of perceiving.  

Sudek never inclined towards surrealism in a programmed manner; to do so was against his 

individualism. He would probably have felt no affinity with the elitist and narcissistic Dalí. Nevertheless, 



© Vojtech Lahoda, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

7

he himself emphasised that he was more attracted by surrealism than by socially-oriented 

photography – after the 1920s there were practically no human figures in his photographs, if we do not 

take into account the urban motifs, shots of parks and so on, where people are a kind of staffage and 

scarcely more important than trees. ‘Surrealism? That is still around. Sometimes I even trip over it,’ he 

once claimed.
21

 Sudek recalled that he was lured towards surrealism through paintings, especially the 

work of Jind ich tyrsk , who also created photographs, and Toyen. He even stated that at one time 

he had considered acquiring surrealist works on show in Prague: ‘Salvador Dalí had some pictures 

here then, I even wanted to buy one of them, but because I had no money I missed it. Tanguy had 

some good things; Magritte and Ernst had some too ... this had an influence on me very early on. 

How? I don't know. Why? I don't know.’
22

 Sudek also recalled the exhibition entitled Poesie 32, 

organised by the Mánes Association of Artists in Prague in 1932, and which he photographed. Apart 

from the painters already mentioned there were Czech artists represented, including Jind ich tyrsk , 

Toyen, Emil Filla and Josef íma, and also a number of foreign artists, among them Alberto 

Giacometti, Giorgio de Chirico, Paul Klee, André Masson and Joan Miró.  
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Between branches and roots  

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Jind ich tyrsk , Roots, 1934, in Nezval (ed.), Surrealismus, Prague 1935. 

 

In the case of tyrsk , Sudek was attracted far more by his painting than by his photography: 

I would have liked his photographs, but I said to myself that they were too much in the painting 

style. He needed them for his painting; he didn't even enlarge them. For him the important 

thing was the subject, from the craft viewpoint he was not really interested. It obviously helped 

him with his painting.
23
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Sudek’s favourite motif of the chaos of branches, roots and uprooted or destroyed trees has its model 

in tyrsk ’s Roots paintings, as has already been pointed out by Antonín Dufek. Also in the Czech 

revue entitled Zv rokruh (Zodiac) of 1930, a poem by the Belgian poet E.L.T. Mesens was published 

which suggested a ‘surrealist’ preoccupation with roots and branches: ‘I am quite alone / In the 

bandstand / Enclosed in the garden / ... One is lost among the roots / One is among the branches / 

Young shoots / Lines on the hands.’
24

 While reading this poem we can easily call to mind Sudek’s 

photographs from the cycle The Magic Garden, but also his obsessive theme of the chaos of trees and 

ancient forests. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Josef Sudek, Lost Statues, 1970, © Anna Fárová. 

 

From the 1950s onwards Sudek created a number of photographs of the ancient forest on the 

Beskydy Hills in the northeast of Moravia. He called the cycle Lost Statues – A Walk through Mion í 

(1952-70, fig. 3). The trunks of the old trees reminded him of shadowy ‘lost’ statues. This was the 

strategy of seeing in an object what the creator wants to see, a means of defamiliarisation, which was 

introduced into the surrealist periodical Minotaure by Brassaï (in co-operation with Salvador Dalí) in 
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his series Involuntary Sculptures (1933). Brassaï called them ‘automatic objects.’ These were 

photographed details of various materials and objects, which created a ghostly and unreal impression.   

In the Czech milieu Josef Sudek had the reputation of being a simple photographer who not 

only did not theorise much about artistic problems, but did not even deal with them: he stood before 

his camera, focused it and set the aperture with one hand and then pressed the release like a genius. 

At the same time he walked around in worn-out coats and looked like a tramp. For many people he 

was more of a strange character than an authentic artist, even though hardly anyone would deny him 

to be a considerable genius. Quite simply he ‘just’ took photographs and was lucky in having a talent 

gifted to him by God. In her monograph on Sudek in 1995, however, Anna Fárová demonstrated that 

this ‘idyllic’ image of the innocent Sudek is a myth. Under the mask of the ‘ignorant’ simple artist, 

Sudek was a person who in the depths of his soul dealt fundamentally and radically with artistic 

problems, often through friendship with certain artists. In general he cultivated and nourished these 

relationships greatly. They often became the source of a spiritual dialogue that frequently influenced 

both parties. To assume, then, that Sudek did not read about or interest himself in artistic questions is 

incorrect.  

But in spite of all his interest in ascertaining and seeking out the roots of artistic creativity 

Sudek remained supremely sceptical of the ability of a theory to ‘explain’ the secrets and mystery of a 

work of art. He believed in instinct, in the impossibility of knowing the hidden creative process, which, 

in the words of the surrealists, cannot be regulated by reason. ‘I have no sense of organisation,’ stated 

Sudek in an interview in 1971, ‘only a theoretical sense of it. In practice it always turns out differently. 

In me theory and practice are always at odds with one another. I know that one and one make two, but 

sometimes I think that it is not even true.’
25

 On the basis of his creativity he said: ‘ …why this is ... I do 

not know.’ Once he asked the painter Emil Filla, in front of his painting, why had he done it. Filla 

replied: ‘If only I knew.’ ‘And I felt relieved,’ added Sudek. 
26

 

He often took the photographs from the Magic Garden cycle at night. Antonín Dufek states 

that the name of the cycle is actually misleading, because the ‘model for these photographs is 

evidently a dream to which the author drew attention also by the fact that he mainly took the 

photographs at night.’
27

 And what comes to us in dreams and why, is something we find difficult to 

ascertain.  
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Bed ich Vaní ek and translations of surrealist texts 

 

 

 

Fig. 4: Bed ich Vaní ek, Reader, 1939, gouache on paper, 20.5 x 15.5 cm, photograph Josef Sudek, 

photograph © Anna Fárová. 

 

Already in the 1930s Sudek was well informed about surrealist activity because his close friend, the 

painter Bed ich Vaní ek, participated in the translation of a number of surrealist texts from French into 

Czech, especially Breton’s Nadja. Vaní ek, a private and reclusive painter, was strangely enough also 

one of the fellow-workers of the Surrealist Group in the Czechoslovak Republic. I say strangely, 

because Vaní ek’s style of painting was completely opposed to surrealist procedures. Vaní ek created 

in the course of his short life mainly small, intimate and sometimes miniature gouache paintings of an 

impressionist nature in which the dominant feature was, rather than the painted dot, the painted line 

(fig. 4). His work, which became known only very gradually and remained rather on the fringe of the 

main current of modernism in Czechoslovakia, was, however, greatly admired by Sudek. It was no 

coincidence that in the catalogue of Vaní ek’s exhibition in Prague in 1948 it was written that the basis 

of his painting was a ‘dream-like vision,’ which could naturally be transformed into a ‘radiant idyll.’
28
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Perhaps Sudek was attracted to Vaní ek because his work was in its way that of an outsider, and he 

was attracted by personalities excluded from the mainstream. Perhaps he was also close to him 

because Vaní ek saw his painting as a kind of analogy to music: he had an extensive knowledge of 

classical music and loved it as much as Sudek did, for whom it was an important element of his life. 

 

 

 

Fig. 5: Bed ich Vaní ek, Drawing, in Nezval (ed.), Zv rokruh (Zodiac), Prague, November 1930. 

 

Vaní ek also translated writings by Paul Eluard and Louis Aragon into Czech.
29

 His non-

surrealist and indeed traditional practice of intimate drawing and painting is completely incompatible, 

however, with the radicalism of surrealist language. It is therefore extremely strange that the works of 

Vaní ek also appeared in a surrealist revue (fig. 5).
30

 Most probably it was because the painter was a 

close friend of Vít zslav Nezval and had translated Breton’s Nadja into Czech. Undoubtedly it was he 

who could keep Sudek in contact with the secrets of the surrealist movement in Prague without Sudek 

having to participate in the hermetism of the surrealist group, which Vaní ek himself did not in any 

case want to penetrate. 
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Emil Filla and surrealism 

Another friend who could very easily have introduced Sudek to the surrealist movement in 

Czechoslovakia was the painter Emil Filla, a striking representative of cubism and, from the end of the 

1920s, also of the surrealist version of curvilinear cubism. Sudek was friendly with Filla from the end of 

the 1920s.
31

 From 1930 onwards Sudek created a number of portraits of Filla, the most notable of 

which is the photograph of Filla in his studio in Prague in 1933, sitting in the pose of Rodin's Thinker, 

contemplating a shapeless lump of matter: the sculptor’s clay in the stage of embryonic chaos from 

which the work of art emerges.  

Emil Filla was known in the Czech milieu as an orthodox supporter of cubism, but 

nevertheless from the middle of the 1920s he considered the work of tyrsk  and Toyen to be the 

most outstanding of the younger generation of modern artists. It was also he who strongly supported 

them in the Mánes Artists’ Association. It is probable that without his consent and support, knowing 

Filla’s strong influence in the association, the texts of the French surrealists André Breton or Paul 

Eluard would have been unlikely to have been published in the SVU Mánes publishing house. Thanks 

to his contacts with the young future surrealists, Filla got his erotic illustrations into the Erotické revue 

(1932) and also into the periodical Surrealismus (1936), which was edited by Vít zslav Nezval.
32

 It is 

also quite interesting that Filla’s exhibition of 1935, where he exhibited his works in conjunction with 

non-western (in particular Oceanic) works from the collection of the ethnographer and writer Joe 

Hloucha, took place in the same building and at the same time as the first exhibition of the Group of 

Surrealists in the Czechoslovak Republic. 

 

Mask in the night  

In the collective miscellany entitled Surrealismus (1936) the poet Konstantin Biebl published the poem 

The Mirror of the Night, dedicated to Vít zslav Nezval. This poem’s theme was highly reminiscent of 

Sudek’s work: a night shorter than a dream, than any memory, a night like the ‘chasm of the briefly 

seen universes / which painters try to reach, where poets go / Thirsty hunters of those fragments of 

seconds / Full of wings and light.’
33

 The poet knows that after every night comes the dawn, the time 

when we are startled by our own face before the mirror:  

But who would have enough courage not to start / Even at oneself when dawn finally comes / 

Through the drawn corner of your mouth / Before the mirror which in time lures your face to 
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take on the appearance of the negro statue/ Which then grimaces into the night / For which no 

developing fluid is available.  

An illustration that would correspond to these verses, if verses can indeed be illustrated, is Sudek’s 

photograph of a negro mask, generally dated to 1935. Recently it was ascertained that the mask was 

reproduced earlier in the Prager Presse, in 1933, and it has been surmised that this was one of the 

artefacts lent for the exhibition Poesie 32 by the French poet and collector Paul Guillaume. In any 

case the nocturnal character of the mask, intentionally emphasising its terrifying ‘ghostly’ expression, 

is in keeping with Biebl’s poetic description. One should take note of the detail concerning developer, 

i.e. an allusion to the photographic process. Biebl may well have known Sudek’s photograph of the 

mask, and it may have been the stimulus for his verses, not only because it was published in Prager 

Presse, but because he also knew it from the exhibition Poesie 32.  

 

The irrationality of reality 

In Sudek’s work we can find many photographs that are in certain respects very close to the surrealist 

viewpoint. The Sparrow's Relief (1946) documents Sudek’s weakness for death and destruction, which 

so fascinated some surrealists and especially Georges Bataille. We can compare it with the 

photograph by Jacques-André Boiffard, Sticking Paper and Flies, published in Documents (2, 1930, 

48). The motif of demise, ruin, and time which permanently inscribes itself in matter and slowly 

destroys it, all this attracted Sudek in photographs of works of art and their fragments, especially of 

statues and reliefs, which were sometimes significant works, and at other times completely second-

rate. Here there are similarities with some of the photographs of the Mexican photographer Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo, whom Breton liked (for instance with the photograph Untitled, 1938, which Breton had 

in his collection). 
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Fig. 6: Josef Sudek, Dew-Covered Statue, 1972, photograph © Anna Fárová. 

 

Just as Atget fascinated the surrealists with his photographs of banal and deserted urban 

corners and streets, and as Jind ich tyrsk  concentrated on shots of shop windows and hanging 

signs which, taken out of context and put in inverted commas, breathed an independent and irrational 

reality, so Sudek also tended towards similar procedures. Alongside the banality of the everyday we 

can also find in Sudek’s work conceptually staged photographs. Linked with the surrealist image of the 

covered head or object, abandoned to the unconscious or the unknown forces of the universe, are 

Sudek’s photographs Veiled Woman (1942) and Dew-Covered Statue (1972, fig. 6). Sudek’s play with 

artificial glass eyes and fragments of heads belongs to a similar source of staged ‘surrealist’ 

photography (fig. 7). 
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Fig. 7: Josef Sudek, Mannequin, 1960s, photograph © Anna Fárová. 

 

Josef Sudek did not try to join the mainstream of Czech surrealism. Rather he observed it from 

afar, was well informed about it and quite intuitively selected for himself certain procedures or motifs 

which concerned him more strongly. As a consequence it is certainly difficult to analyse the 

contribution of surrealism to Sudek’s work. I am convinced that it was Sudek’s openness to this 

direction that enabled him to find an original and individual language where reality became 

transformed into an irrational, subjective photographic space. Sudek saw photography as one endless 

adventure of discovery, but also as the conserving of the mystery in chaos. He had a favourite saying: 

‘Brother never knows how it will turn out.’ ‘Brother’ was Sudek’s virtual double, Sudek’s other Self. He 

did not approach things as a sovereign who knows all. Photography was for him always a new and 

never to be repeated act.
34

  

                                                             
1 Jaroslav Seifert, 'Josef Sudek – Pan fotograf,' in Jan ezá  and Jan Ml och, R e pro Josefa Sudka 
1896-1976 (A Rose for Josef Sudek), Správa Pra ského hradu a Um leckopr myslové muzeum 
v Praze (Prague Castle Administration and Museum of Applied Arts) Prague 1996, 204.  

2 Frida Kahlo, Intimní autoportrét. V b r z korespondence, deník  a dal ích text  (Intimate Selfportrait: 
Selected Letters, Dairies and Other Texts), Prague 2003, 97.  

3 Antonín Dufek, ‘Surrealistická fotografie‘ (Surrealist photography), in Vladimír Birgus, ed., eská 
fotografická avantgarda (The Czech Photographic Avant-Garde), Prague 2002, 220.  

4 Anna Fárová, Josef Sudek, Prague 1995, 102-103.  

5 See for example the indirect reference in Antonín Dufek, ‘Tich  heretik Josef Sudek’ (‘Josef Sudek, 
quiet heretic’), in Josef Sudek. Fotografie 1940-1970, Moravian Gallery, Brno 2001, 9, where he 
compares Sudek’s fondness for photographing roots with tyrsk ’s paintings of roots.  



© Vojtech Lahoda, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

17

                                                                                                                                                                                              
6 For example, five of Sudek’s photographs from 1951-59 were on show in the exhibition La peinture 
surréaliste et imaginative en Tchécoslovaquie 1930-1960, Galerie 1900-2000, Paris 1983, catalogue 
preface by Edouard Jaguer. See Sudek’s photographs in the exhibition catalogue, nos. 103-107.  

7 Jaroslav And l, ed., Josef Sudek. O sob  (Josef Sudek on himself), Prague 2001, 92. The 
publication is a transcript of tape-recorded interviews by the editor with the photographer from 1976. 

8 See Alain Sayag, 'The expression of authenticity,' in Alain Sayag and Annick Lionel-Marie, eds, 
Brassaï, No Ordinary Eyes, Hayward Gallery, London 2001, 14.  

9 J. Funke, 'Sudkovy fotografie' ('Sudek's photographs'), Panorama, VI: 1-2, 1928, 56-9. See also 
Funke, 'Josef Sudek,' Kmen II (1928-29), 130.  

10 Funke, 'Sudkovy fotografie' ('Sudek's photographs'), Panorama VI: 1-2, 1928, 58-9. 

11 Fárová, Josef Sudek, Museum of Applied Arts, Prague 1976, np. 

12 Fárová, Josef Sudek (1976), np. 

13 James Gleick, Chaos, Brno 1996, 10.  

14 Fárová, Josef Sudek, Prague 1995, 155.  

15 Gleick, Chaos, 27. Or to put it otherwise: ‘On the one side order, in which there were elements of the 
random and a step further was chance, in the foundations of which was order,‘ 255. 

16 Olga Hníková, 'Co vypadlo z podivného fotografa' (interview with Josef Sudek), Mladá fronta (14 
March 1966), quoted in Fárová, Josef Sudek, Prague 1995, 155, note 10.  

17 Salvador Dalí, Tajn  ivot Salvadora Dalího (The Secret Life of Salvador Dalí), Prague, 1994, 130.  

18 Dawn Ades, Dalí and Surrealism, New York 1982, 133.  
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The del Renzio Affair: A leadership struggle in wartime surrealism 

Silvano Levy 

 

Abstract 
 
The indolence of wartime surrealism prompted Toni del Renzio to attempt to animate the movement in 
Britain. His endeavours provoked a polemic that divided the group and gave rise to a protracted leadership 
struggle. To date, the sensationalism of these events has both dominated and clouded their scholarly 
appraisal. By focusing on an historical analysis that circumvents biased testimonies, this study aims to re-
evaluate del Renzio’s contribution. Through his manifesto Incendiary Innocence, del Renzio elaborated a 
detailed intellectual context within which surrealist activity could have flourished. Mesens, who thwarted 
these endeavours, offered no such conceptual framework during his leadership of the group. 
 

In April 1935 André Breton announced that ‘a vast exhibition of Surrealist works will take place this 

winter in London.’1 A collaboration between the Paris-based surrealists André Breton, Paul Eluard, George 

Hugnet, Man Ray and Salvador Dalí and an English committee comprising Hugh Sykes Davies, David 

Gascoyne, Humphrey Jennings, McKnight Kauffer, Rupert Lee, Diana Brinton Lee, Henry Moore, Paul 

Nash, Roland Penrose and Herbert Read achieved just that in the summer of 1936 with the assistance of 

the Belgian E.L.T. Mesens and the Scandinavian Vilhelm Bjerke-Petersen.2 From 11 June to 4 July 1936 a 

large-scale, highly publicized International Surrealist Exhibition, the first ever to take place outside France, 

was staged at the New Burlington Galleries and took London by storm with its spectacular array of works 

by all the continental celebrities of surrealism. The commotion generated by this event paralleled the 

intense interest in surrealism in the United States, where a subsequent major exhibition, Fantastic Art, 

Dada and Surrealism, was staged from 7 December 1936 to 17 January 1937 at the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York and included work by Eileen Agar, John Banting, Reuben Mednikoff, Moore, Paul Nash, 

Grace Pailthorpe and Penrose. The New Burlington Galleries exhibition was to be the first of eight group 

exhibitions held in London between 1936 and 1947, when British surrealist group activity is generally 

considered to have come to an end.3 The magnitude of the 1936 event was such that 25,000 visitors were 

drawn to it and, at the opening, traffic was stopped along the length of nearby Bond Street. 

 The activities of  ‘The Surrealist Group in England’, as it came to be known, flourished during the 

latter 1930s, particularly from 1938, when Mesens, former secretary of the Brussels Palais des Beaux-

Arts, assumed the role of group leader. Once war broke out, however, this impetus diminished. The 
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Surrealism Today exhibition at the Zwemmer Gallery in 1940 did, it must be said, create a brief focus for 

surrealism. Anton Zwemmer followed the exhibition with another, similarly dominated by surrealism. His 

Summer Exhibition, held between 13 July and 15 August 1940, included works by Dalí, Raoul Dufy, Juan 

Gris, Paul Klee, Moore, Picasso and Georges Rouault. After this manifestation, surrealism in Britain lay 

silent. The following year, 1941, marked a lull in British surrealist activity that was so apparent that it 

prompted Breton to write from New York to urge ‘collective’ action in London.4 His entreaties, however, fell 

on deaf ears: Penrose, to whom the letter was addressed, had become engaged in experimental work in 

camouflage design, as had Julian Trevelyan. S. W. Hayter, Gordon Onslow-Ford and Sam Haile had left 

for the United States, whilst F. E. McWilliam had joined the Royal Air Force. The actor Jacques Brunius 

had, somewhat fittingly, taken a position as head of BBC French programmes. Mesens had already closed 

the London Gallery, which had acted as a nerve centre for surrealism in Britain, and at the end of July 

1939 and in June 1940 he stopped publishing London Bulletin, which had become the British surrealist 

mouthpiece. He began to divert his energies to war work and took up a position at the BBC, where he was 

involved in broadcasting Allied propaganda to Belgium. The mood was sombre in the early 1940s, with the 

war becoming only too real: Germany had attacked the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 and Japan had 

bombed Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941. 

It was into this climate of artistic inactivity that a 24-year-old aspiring surrealist of Italian and 

Russian origin, Toni del Renzio, arrived from France and soon set about animating the waning surrealist 

group. Rather than creating stability and direction, however, his efforts gave rise to an unforeseeable 

turbulence that left a trail of split loyalties, betrayal, violent outbursts and public humiliation. The tumult 

culminated in a virulent and passionate leadership struggle in which no holds were barred, even the most 

iniquitous. Perhaps inevitably, the sensationalism of these events has dominated and clouded their 

appraisal in the annals of surrealism. The aim of this paper is to look beyond the colourful and compelling 

testimonies of biased witnesses in order to re-evaluate del Renzio’s wartime endeavours objectively.5 

Given del Renzio’s earnest conviction that his role has been deliberately ‘misrepresented’ for over half a 

century, it would appear all the more imperative that the veritable significance of his exploits and their 

impact on the movement’s evolution in Britain be established. As he has reasonably pointed out, his 

unexplained exclusion from the supposedly comprehensive 1978 Dada and Surrealism Reviewed 
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exhibition was just one example of an ‘unspoken intention to write [him] out of the history of Surrealism.’6 

Moreover, del Renzio remains convinced that this design rests on less than honourable motivations.7 

The ancestry of Toni Romanov del Renzio dei Rossi di Castellone e Venosa can be traced back to 

the Tsars, and it was from his birthplace of Tsarkoe Selo in Russia that his family fled, first to Yalta and 

from there to Italy during the 1917 revolution. In the 1930s Toni del Renzio, as he had chosen to call 

himself, was inducted into Mussolini’s Tripolitan cavalry and soon found that he was destined for 

Abyssinia. An unwilling combatant, del Renzio was to lose his nerve on hearing the rumours that, as a 

matter of routine, the Abyssinians castrated their prisoners, a practice, it must be said, that was matched 

in its brutality by the Italian army’s policy of hurling prisoners alive from aircraft in flight. Del Renzio 

deserted and managed to flee across North Africa to Morocco by disguising himself as a Bedouin and 

joining a camel caravan, travelling west across the desert. Eventually he reached Spain and found himself 

in the onset of the 1936 civil war. It was not long before he became involved in the conflict and took up 

arms with the Trotskyites and anarchists. Del Renzio supported the Republican cause for about a year, 

but eventually, weary of combat and in fear of his life, he set off again, this time east to France. He 

eventually reached Paris and, in 1938, he met Picasso and the surrealists, getting to know André Masson, 

Pierre Mabille and Benjamin Péret, whose experiences in Spain had been similar to those of del Renzio. 

What was significant about del Renzio’s nomadic experiences is that they had exposed him to a 

vibrant international European avant-garde, which he had first encountered during a  pre-university holiday 

spent travelling in Eastern Europe. Whilst in Prague he met Viteslav Nezval and become conversant with 

the then nascent Czech surrealist group. Another influence was that of the Catalan surrealists, whom he 

had met in Barcelona during the Spanish Civil War. When he eventually established himself in Britain, at 

some time between 1938 and 1939, he was fuelled with creative enthusiasm and seized surrealism as a 

focus for his scholarly energies. He saw the movement as the perfect vehicle for what had become a 

conscious revolt against British intellectual and literary cliques. 
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Toni del Renzio, The Cock Crew, 1941, gouache on paper, 35.5 x 45.5 cm., private collection 
 

Besides his encounter with Banting, whom he had met in Paris, del Renzio’s contacts with the 

London surrealists had been confined to sporadic visits to the London Gallery. He remained on the 

margins until the Surrealism Today exhibition at the Zwemmer Gallery in June and July of 1940. It was 

there that he met Onslow-Ford, whose commitment to the movement’s ideals and enthusiasm made a 

deep impression on the recent refugee: ‘Onslow-Ford was the most Surrealist of the English group,’ he 

later commented.8 But del Renzio was to find no such inspiration or exemplary allegiance to surrealist 

principles in most of the other members of the group. Once Onslow-Ford had left the country, soon after 

the Zwemmer exhibition, artistic inertia seemed to prevail. ‘Nothing,’ del Renzio complained, ‘was 

proposed by Mesens and Penrose in the way of action or any publication or discussion of developments in 

Surrealist theory and principles.’9 Del Renzio had felt that Mesens’ stance on surrealism was 
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‘indeterminate’ and was alarmed by the fact that the Belgian had contemplated establishing links with the 

mystico-religious ‘Apocalyptic Movement’ that had been founded by Henry Treece, G.S. Fraser and J.F. 

Hendry in 1938 and had published its first anthology, The New Apocalypse, in 1939.10 Mesens, according 

to del Renzio, had even toyed with the idea of drawing Dylan Thomas into the surrealist group. 

Del Renzio’s principal concern about Mesens was that, unlike Onslow-Ford, he provided neither 

mediation with Breton, nor an allegiance to his principles, particularly as interpreted by Nicolas Calas and 

Georges Heinein. Moreover, the benefit of fifty years of hindsight has only served to reinforce del Renzio’s 

view: ‘Onslow-Ford represented the closest link with Breton while Mesens, whatever he suggested, had no 

direct communication.’11 In this doctrinally nebulous climate, as he saw it, del Renzio strongly felt that ‘a 

pure Surrealist alternative ought to be presented if the movement was to stand any chance of staying 

alive.’12 Intensely aware by the beginning of 1942 that surrealist activity had been allowed to dwindle into 

insignificance for a whole year by what he regarded as Mesens’ ineffectual leadership, del Renzio decided 

to take the bull by the horns and revitalise the movement himself: ‘War or no war, there was nothing being 

done about Surrealism. Hitler had to be defeated, yes, but Surrealism also had to carry on.’13 

At no time had del Renzio joined the surrealist movement officially but, during a brief period, he 

found himself at the centre of its fight for survival, an endeavour undertaken in response to Breton’s 

pronouncement that continued action was necessary despite the war.14 In March 1942, after a year of 

preparation, and with financial help from Ithell Colquhoun, del Renzio published the sole issue of a 

magazine entitled Arson, with the intention of giving a clear focus to surrealism and of re-establishing the 

group.15 His intention was ‘to provoke authentic collective Surrealist activity.’16 Robert Melville, whose 

writings had impressed del Renzio, played a key role in the conception of the journal. The publication 

placed itself at the heart of surrealist discourse, announcing itself as: ‘An ardent review. Part One of a 

Surrealist Manifestation.’ Arson was, in effect, the first surrealist publication since the demise of London 

Bulletin and had all the trappings of a manifesto, particularly in that it appeared to mark a new beginning. It 

professed to be ‘a testimony of vital life lived among the ruins, not only of bombed houses, but of exploited 

people.’ Conroy Maddox, Robert Melville, John Melville, Eileen Agar, Edith Rimmington, Emmy 

Bridgwater, Breton, Nicolas Calas, Giorgio de Chirico, Esteban Francés, Pierre Mabille, Onslow-Ford, 

Marguerite Salle, del Renzio himself and Roberta, Robert Melville’s daughter, were listed as the 
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‘collaborators.’ Conroy Maddox, officially a member of ‘The Surrealist Group in England’ since 1938 and 

principal activist of the Birmingham group since 1936, was represented by his violently anti-religious text 

‘From “The Exhibitionist’s Overcoat”,’ as well as reproductions of two drawings and his painting 

Anthropomorphic Landscape (1941). Breton’s inclusion took the form of a reprint of an interview with 

Calas, first published in View, whilst de Chirico was represented by an extract from Hebdomeros. Robert 

Melville provided a text on Masson. 

 

Arson, 1942, Jeffrey Sherwin, Leeds (Photo: Richard Littlewood) 
 

Del Renzio’s principal contribution was the semi-autobiographical text ‘The Return to the 

Desolation.’
 17 The piece is addressed to ‘my English Comrades’ and thereby implicitly announces and 

consolidates not only del Renzio’s recent advent in wartime, bombed Britain (evoked through images of 

nude bones and gaunt frameworks), but also his insertion into the ‘Surrealist Group in England’, which, as 
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it turned out, was never to receive official ratification. Del Renzio, a recent refugee, writes of himself as 

marginalized and diminished; he regards himself as being in ‘this country that we have strayed upon like a 

mangy cat upon a rubbish dump.’ The sense of ostracism, conveyed by the image of despised vermin, is 

no exaggeration given that, as del Renzio explained, ‘I was on the hit lists of the agents of both Stalin and 

Franco and not considered by the British authorities to be a candidate for protection: there was no one to 

regret my elimination.’18 He later described the text as a whole ‘as seizing the incoherence of my mere 

condition when I was isolated, threatened and perplexed.’ The counterpoint to his brutal self-

disparagement and censure appears in the use of the royal plural personal pronoun. Of course, del 

Renzio’s Romanov descent is a historical fact, as is his renouncement of his inherited titles: ‘we have 

renounced our royalty. We who are a prince of the Steppes, a lord of Calabria.’ However, the text elevates 

its author to an alternative supremacy: it is a subtle, but nevertheless unmistakable, declaration of primacy 

within the surrealist entourage that del Renzio had, by then, clearly assumed. Whilst steering clear of overt 

claims to leadership, the piece subtly suggests that del Renzio possesses a particular aptness to lead the 

movement: it is only he, after all, who is said to be capable of certain privileged oneiric insights: ‘For who, 

save us, can hear the mute cries of statues?’ A ‘statue,’ we are told, ‘has been a regular visitor to our 

dreams.’ More significant, however, is that del Renzio claims to be receptive to a ‘hot wind’ blowing from 

‘the north-west,’ that is to say from the United States, where Breton and other surrealists were then based. 

Maddox and Robert Melville welcomed del Renzio’s initiative, seeing it as a constructive response 

to the group’s inertia in the early 1940s: 

Toni’s proposal was not unwelcome, since we both felt that the semi-Surrealist efforts of the 

past years had produced superficial details and idiosyncrasies without making any real 

contact with Surrealism. In such a ‘conspiracy of silence’ we saw no reason not to 

collaborate with Toni. We assumed that he had had the support of Mesens and Brunius.19 

Arson made a point of demonstrating its allegiance to French surrealism: it not only printed texts 

by Breton but also promised its readers a future publication of Breton’s poem ‘Fata Morgana’ in French. 

Del Renzio’s own fidelity to the movement was evinced, even before the publication of Arson, by his 

writing to Maddox to say that he had decided to forego exhibiting at the Leicester Galleries ‘because of the 

need to adopt an unequivocal position in opposition to everything outside Surrealism.’20 The standing of 
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Mesens within the surrealist movement was certainly acknowledged in Arson: the editorial, ‘For André 

Breton ...’, addressed to the various surrealists throughout the world, included the name of Mesens in its 

enumeration and Mesens was quoted on the front cover.21 In addition, an advertisement for his London 

Bulletin occupied half a page. At the same time however, these gestures also excluded the Belgian from 

first-hand involvement in the Arson venture and thereby indirectly pointed to fissures in his leadership. Del 

Renzio insisted that he had never had the intention of challenging Mesens, but in his enthusiasm to revive 

and invigorate surrealism in London, he, unwittingly perhaps, expressed a criticism that rang true with 

many around him. The reproach implicit in Arson probably had the tacit consensus of many of the group. 

According to Maddox, there was certainly a mood of frustration at the time: ‘we felt that he [Mesens] was 

doing very little, that he was lethargic.’22 Indeed, the existence of a sense of group failure is confirmed by 

an editorial note in Arson reporting that Conroy Maddox had prepared an enquiry on ‘the problems 

confronting Surrealism in the present crisis.’ The idea of such an enquiry had, in fact, been preoccupying 

del Renzio from as early as January 1942, when he corresponded with Maddox on the subject. In his 

letter, del Renzio offered lengthy suggestions and particularly insisted on ‘questions to determine 

adherence to Surrealism.’23 

Not that del Renzio had omitted to attempt to stir Mesens into action. Well before the publication 

of Arson, del Renzio had discussed the possibility of a renewed scrutiny and revitalization of surrealism 

with the Belgian. In a letter to Maddox dated 31 March 1942, del Renzio shows that he was still hopeful 

that Mesens would resume his former active role: 

Mesens and Brunius with whom I have spoken feel that now is the time to take stock of who 

is with us and who against. Whoever endeavours to compromise us must be considered 

against. Now more than ever that enquiry must be sent out.24 

As it turned out, Mesens did not take steps to conduct any such investigation and in a subsequent letter 

dated 24 July 1942, from del Renzio to Maddox, Mesens’ passivity is confirmed and lamented: ‘It was 

difficult to get him down to any solid work on the questionnaire.’25 Such deliberations on the subject of 

Mesens’ intransigence were actually not infrequent in the correspondence between del Renzio and 

Maddox during the early forties. Moreover, the fact that del Renzio confides in Maddox in these 

exchanges, and feels confident about disclosing potentially inflammatory views, reveals an increasing 
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allegiance between the two. As surviving correspondence suggests, there was considerable discussion 

between the two on specific theoretical issues. The two debated the importance of the experiments of 

Jean-Martin Charcot on hysteria and in a letter dated 23 October 1943, del Renzio was prompted to ask: 

‘Does your research into hysteria and painting continue to reveal a perpetual renewing of one’s fantasy?’26 

Del Renzio later pointed out that, had his journal extended to a second edition, Maddox would 

undoubtedly have contributed a text on hysteria. In any case, del Renzio had planned to ask Maddox for 

such a text as part of the projected surrealist number of Horizon, that, as del Renzio has insisted, ‘was 

scuttled by the rift with Mesens.’ It would appear that such a text had been so debated that, in the October 

1943 letter, del Renzio had gone so far as to anticipate its appearance, remarking ‘I certainly look forward 

to seeing your essay on hysteria.’ The cordiality of the rapport between del Renzio and Maddox may well 

have led the latter to question his confidence in Mesens as group leader, although it must also have been 

clear that Mesens’ employment in the BBC Foreign Service must have been considerably taxing. 

Del Renzio’s second surrealist endeavour, an exhibition entitled Surrealism, held between 27 

November and 15 December 1942 at the International Arts Centre in London, alienated Mesens once 

again. The participants were Maddox, who exhibited an oil painting entitled Knight and Devil (1942), 

Colquhoun, del Renzio, John Melville and Agar. Penrose became involved by lending some paintings by 

French surrealists. Mesens, however, consciously decided not to be connected with the event and actually 

refused a request for his help.27 The gesture was highly significant and, together with his deliberate 

absence from the exhibition, marked the beginning of a split in the group. For the first time Maddox and 

John Melville found themselves involved in surrealist activity that had not been initiated by Mesens. 

As a result of his two ventures, the publication Arson and the International Arts Centre exhibition, 

del Renzio became known as an active proponent of surrealism, and it was not long before the editors of 

New Road 1943, John Bayliss and Alex Comfort, invited him to contribute a surrealist section to their 

publication.28 With texts solicited from Ithell Colquhoun, Maddox and Robert Melville, in addition to his own 

contribution, del Renzio compiled an anthology that appeared in the spring of 1943. Maddox’s contribution 

was ‘From “The Exhibitionist’s Overcoat”,’ a text previously published in March 1942.  

Del Renzio had also wanted to include a poem by Mesens but, once again, the Belgian distanced 

himself from del Renzio’s venture and vetoed the text. The refusal to be published was unrelenting even 
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though its tardy announcement was to result in considerable typesetting problems. Mesens, as del Renzio 

recalled, was against the anthology altogether and even seemed intent on impeding its realization. Faced 

with such hostility, del Renzio found it impossible to continue his acquiescent attitude towards Mesens. ‘As 

much as I wanted to accept Mesens’ authority,’ del Renzio recalled, ‘I refused to concede on the point of 

the anthology.’29 It was this clash that gave rise to ‘the beginning of a sharp disagreement’ between the 

two. 

Mesens’ poem was summarily removed from the galleys, and what finally appeared in the 

compilation were texts by Calas, Breton and Mabille. These, in turn, sparked an inflamed reaction by 

Mesens, who protested that such inclusions implied the collusion of the French surrealists. The possible 

repercussions of such misrepresentations prompted an intense mistrust on the part of Mesens, who began 

to regard del Renzio as a pretender to his leadership of the group. Admittedly, del Renzio made no secret 

of his desire to rally a new grouping and even to issue a new manifesto, but he always denied having had 

such an aspiration, maintaining, on the contrary, that he would have welcomed Mesens’ leadership had it 

been effectual: 

I felt I could be a mouthpiece, at best, and saw myself in a role like that of Calas in relation to 

Breton. But, the whole time, I would have been only too happy for Mesens to play a part in 

our plans. I certainly wanted to act under his aegis.30 

The eventual appearance of the New Road 1943 compendium provided just the excuse that 

Mesens may have been seeking to launch a discrediting attack on del Renzio. Mesens addressed his 

disapproval to the October 1943 issue of Horizon, which, in any case, carried a caustic review of New 

Road 1943 as a whole. This condemnation, written by Ivor Jacobs, was total: 

With the greatest goodwill in the world towards a generation faced with such a complicated 

expérience as that of New Road, I cannot discern in their poetry the slightest hint of promise 

or in their critical prose a single iota of critical sensibility.31 

Significantly, the criticism concludes with a particularly disparaging account of del Renzio’s anthology: 

‘The unbelievably scrappy Surrealist section reflects nothing more than its editorial vulgarity.’ It was 

immediately after this harsh reproof that Horizon printed a virulent letter to the editor written by Mesens, 

Brunius and Penrose, all of whom had been excluded from the New Road 1943 anthology.32 The trio 
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denigrated the anthology by alleging not only that it had no sanction from the official English movement, 

that Mesens, Brunius and Penrose insist they represented, but also that it was inconsistent with and 

invalid as surrealism: ‘We in England formally refused to associate ourselves with this caricatural and 

bewildering publication.’ The enterprise was flippantly dismissed as ‘not very important.’ But the core of 

the invective was a personal attack on del Renzio himself, who was subjected to churlish denigration: he 

was described as ‘a spam-brained intellectual,’ as a ‘buffoon’ and as meriting to be counted among 

‘nonentities.’ The letter presented del Renzio as no more than an opportunist who had seized upon 

surrealism as ‘a means of arrival’ and had ‘smuggled himself into the Surrealist wagon.’ 

It is arguable that the letter of attack may also have been motivated by a desire to thwart a 

projected surrealist number of Horizon, that was to have been edited by del Renzio. Mesens had felt 

aggrieved when, on the strength of the New Road 1943 anthology, Peter Watson, who managed and 

financially backed Cyril Connolly’s Horizon, had approached del Renzio with the proposal. Mesens, 

according to Watson, had coveted the editorship for himself and it was no coincidence that Mesens should 

have chosen to address his attack on del Renzio to Horizon, which, after all, had had no connection with 

the New Road 1943 publication. Mesens may well have calculated that such a strategically placed 

criticism would persuade Watson that del Renzio had no group support and, consequently, would be an 

inappropriate editor. Whether or not this had been Mesens’ ploy, Watson lost faith in del Renzio and 

withdrew the offer. 

Del Renzio’s isolation was compounded, probably unwittingly, by Maddox’s collaboration during 

1942 in Stefan Schimanski’s apocalyptic Kingdom Come: The Magazine of Wartime Oxford.33 Del Renzio 

regarded this affiliation with a journal that, in his view ‘denies everything for which Surrealism stands and 

fights’ as unacceptable.34 He totally rejected Maddox’s justification that ‘appearing wherever possible’ 

could be admissible. Even before the November 1942 exhibition, differences between the two friends over 

the status of Schimanski had already become apparent in a letter from del Renzio: 

I have written to Robert about my attitude over the collaboration with Schimanski. I am too 

moved by it all to want to repeat it to you ... I am delighted you like my section of ‘New 

Roads’. Its power is reduced, I feel, by what I can but regard as your compromise. It is of 

course your own option where you choose to publish your work but I must regard it as a 



© Silvano Levy, 2005 
 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

12

denial of militancy and solidarity.35 

This reprimand makes it all the more surprising that del Renzio’s reaction following Mesens’ 

acrimonious attack should have been to express his outrage to Maddox. There was evidently still an 

expectation of some support and allegiance. It is also possible that del Renzio may have wanted to sow 

the seeds of his disapproval of Mesens and Penrose. In a letter dated 23 October 1943 del Renzio wrote: 

You have probably seen the letter of Mesens and Brunius and their financier. Believe me, I 

can find no sign of any objectivity in this manifestation of theirs, only the desire to confuse ... 

I shall find it impossible to come to terms ever again with these renegades.36 

Del Renzio goes on to encourage Maddox’s support by asking him to suggest a response to the Horizon 

attack on New Road: ‘As a collaborator in this ‘New Road’ Surrealist section what action do you propose?’ 

As though to goad Maddox into an unfavourable view of Mesens, del Renzio had earlier related how he 

had been angered by Mesens’ having allowed the anarchists to use Magritte’s Drapeau Noir (1937) for 

political ends.37 Further drawing Maddox into ‘solidarity,’ del Renzio also asked for a contribution to a 

projected anthology on ‘the great animators of history.’38  

Del Renzio responded publicly to Mesens’ October 1943 statement with a communiqué in the 

December 1943 issue of Horizon.39 Firstly, he accused Mesens of supporting ‘that dismal renegade 

Eluard, with whom, as long ago as 1939, Breton and the Surrealists found it impossible to continue any 

dealings,’ and secondly, he accused the principal proponents of English surrealism of years of 

procrastination: 

For more than three years they have skulked in silence, sitting as a dead weight upon a 

movement that is alive and has demanded a voice. Small wonder they should be understood 

as ceasing to consider Surrealism, ceasing to represent its thought. 

Del Renzio goes on to identify Mesens with ‘senility’ and proposes that ‘younger and livelier men with 

reputations neither to make nor to lose should become the voice of Surrealism.’  

Mesens’ next offensive appeared in March 1944, when he and Brunius published Idolatry and 

Confusion, which attacked Eluard, Aragon and Vercors’ so-called ‘resistance’ poetry for its 

‘conformismes.’40 But the pamphlet was also a vehement and personal response to del Renzio.41 It 

claimed that it was only on the basis of rumours and hearsay of a disagreement between Breton and 
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Eluard that del Renzio had launched his attack on Eluard. Idolatry and Confusion then proceeded to 

accuse del Renzio of being an opportunist and ridiculed him by deliberately distorting his unusual name: 

neological insults such as ‘Ranci del Conno’ and ‘Vomi du Pinceau’ succeeded each other. 

The extreme measure of the animosity engendered within the surrealist grouping was 

demonstrated in the early spring of the following year. When, in 1944, del Renzio arranged a poetry 

reading with Ithell Colquhoun at the International Arts Centre, Mesens and his supporters, including 

George Melly, Simon Watson Taylor and the anarchist Ken Hawkes, took the decision to sabotage the 

spectacle.42 As the performance progressed, the saboteurs became increasingly clamorous and unruly. 

The disruptive behaviour escalated and culminated in the throwing of food and detritus. Del Renzio felt 

nothing but scorn for the ‘loutish gang Mesens brought to the Centre.’43 With Ithell Colquhoun, he ended 

up suffering the indignity of having to take refuge behind a piano that was on the stage. Watson Taylor 

was to have taken part in the poetry reading himself and only at lunch with del Renzio on the day of the 

performance did he announce his intention to withdraw. What he did not tell del Renzio was that, as he 

knew only too well, there was to be a disruptive intervention and that he himself was to take part. Del 

Renzio now feels that Watson Taylor’s animosity ‘stems from guilt.’44 Maddox too had decided to opt for 

allegiance to Mesens at this time and subscribed to the wholesale desertion of del Renzio. 

The reason for this wholesale defection, it could be argued, can be found in the nature of the 

intellectual climate of the time. The increasing prominence of Mesens on the surrealist stage made 1944 a 

confused time for individual members of the movement. Their loyalty was being vied for by two 

irreconcilable individuals. Maddox and Robert Melville, for instance, deliberated at length on the issues in 

question and came to the conclusion that, in the final reckoning, Breton’s endorsement would rest with 

Mesens. The Birmingham duo were anxious not to lose their surrealist status and strongly felt that a 

continuing attachment to del Renzio would result not only in rejection by the French surrealists, but also in 

exclusion from the inevitable re-establishment of the circle led by Mesens and Penrose, which, after all, 

had had the sanction and direct involvement of Breton, Eluard and Man Ray eight years earlier.  

Del Renzio’s rapid response to Mesens and Brunius’ Idolatry and Confusion of March 1944 was 

the eight-page manifesto Incendiary Innocence, which appeared on ‘Lautréamont’s day April 4, 1944.’45 In 

the six pages of text of this ‘Arson pamphlet’ del Renzio declares total allegiance to Breton and redefines 
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the surrealist position with a fresh and vigorous vision for the group in Britain, which, clearly, he regarded 

himself fit to provide.46 The piece goes on not only to question the appropriateness of Mesens’ leadership, 

but also to criticise the Belgian’s continued support for Eluard, whose ‘war poetry,’ del Renzio insists, is 

doomed to be included in Péret’s condemnatory Le Déshonneur des poètes.47 

 

Incendiary Innocence, 1944, Jeffrey Sherwin, Leeds (Photo: Jeffrey Sherwin) 

 

 Such laments, however, do not dominate del Renzio’s manifesto, which opens with positive and 

quasi-doctrinal statements. From the outset, the text distances itself from Aragon’s reduction of poetry into 

a vehicle of political expediency. It describes this aberration, as Breton had seen it, as a ‘failure of nerve.’ 
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In concert with Breton’s views, del Renzio affirms that ‘the poet cannot as poet be reduced to merely 

embellishing such political banalities the epigones of Stalin and of Kropotkin may benevolently permit.’ 

[sic.]48 As opposed to this form of acquiescent doctrinal empathy, termed ‘la honte de la poésie’ and seen 

as representing a ‘treasonable disregard for poetry,’ del Renzio advocates a contentious role for the poet: 

the true role of poetry, of ‘poetic integrity,’ he maintains, is that of ‘resistance.’ For him, poetry must not 

only be ‘pure,’ but it must also be motivated by an engagement with the ‘real world.’ Its primary objective, 

he assures us, is ‘to transform that world.’ Not surprisingly, del Renzio is quick to condemn the emerging 

solicitous wartime British poetic movements, ‘new apocalypse’ and ‘new romanticism,’which he dismisses 

as a ‘crop of failure and collapse.’ They are regarded as no less than ‘old’ and ‘outworn’ and as resting on 

obfuscation; ‘severing the sign from the signified.’ 

 What, on the other hand, is regarded by del Renzio as the most significant interbellum poetic 

impetus is the prospection of the notion of ‘automatism.’ This undertaking, which, for him, remains 

surrealism’s overriding assignment, is then evaluated and defended by means of five numbered 

proclamations. Del Renzio begins by qualifying automatism as ‘the first visible example of a general 

reform of methods of knowledge.’ He then points to it as the supreme means of surpassing the limitations 

of a ‘perception by opposites’ whereby, he continues, ‘fictitious’ antinomies inhibit thought and action. 

Above all, he sees automatism as a means of dispelling the contradiction that persists ‘between human 

and natural necessities.’ The unconscious, del Renzio argues, is imbued with ‘natural necessity’ and 

thereby colludes in a symbiosis between the mind and reality, that manifests itself through the essentially 

‘objective’ nature of what is regarded as randomness, chance and coincidence. In a fourth postulate, del 

Renzio indicates that, ‘in certain situations pregnant with danger and repression,’ automatism manifests 

itself as ‘humour noir;’ that is the emergence of the unconscious into the sphere of ‘exterior reality’ as a 

means of surmounting the ‘traumas’ posed by it.49 Finally, del Renzio advances that surrealism, and, by 

extension, automatism, involves an ‘alienation of sensation’ that tends towards ‘occultation.’ The solution 

to this ‘conflict,’ he proposes, lies in what he terms the ‘intervention into mythic life.’ Through this notion, 

closely akin to that of objective chance, del Renzio expresses a conviction that ‘certain facts destined to 

be realized in the real world’ are capable of being prefigured in ‘a work of art,’ an affirmation of the 

transformative potential of the unconscious, that squarely aligns del Renzio with fundamental Bretonian 
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tenets. 

Having determined the constituents of his mission, del Renzio proceeds to clarify its pragmatic 

ramifications. He first expresses dismay that the status quo is one of ‘collapse into confusion’ and of a 

generalised loss of surrealist focus. What is pressing, he insists, is a ‘rediscovery of the appetite for 

universal knowledge’ to replace the prevailing ‘banality,’ which, as he sees it, has been permitted 

unchecked by ‘those intellects which could so well attend this evil.’ In this thinly veiled reference to 

Mesens, del Renzio accuses the incumbent leader of a ‘failure of nerve’ that has allowed surrealism in 

Britain to become debased into ‘just a series of pedestrian puns and doubtful jokes.’ In the place of this 

‘intellectual collapse’ del Renzio insists on reinstating a vision of ‘pristine clarity,’ a vision that he terms 

‘innocence.’ For him, not only is ‘innocence’ an apposition to ‘ignorance,’ but it also encompasses ‘furor,’ 

the ‘capacity for anger’ that ‘indicates more than a regrouping of words or images, an authentic state of 

alienation, in fact, definitely freeing the imagination in all the transmutations the alchemy of the word can 

promise.’ With such ‘furiously’ liberated imagination or ‘incendiary innocence,’ as he terms it, del Renzio 

hopes that ‘poets in English’ might ‘take serious places alongside … French writers in the glory of solving 

the problems our time has set for us;’ in other words, that they aspire to ‘poetry which reunites the sign to 

the signified thing and at last begins to say something.’ In a flamboyant and stirring manner del Renzio 

dramatically announces his agenda: 

Astrologers, poets, seers, stars in the sky, stars in the hand, shiver with the first thrills of 

innocence when thrown overboard is all we have ceased to regard that might have deterred 

our sailing. Liberty alone will serve to excite in us the hope that this April we shall see, also, 

the springtime of revolt. 

 But, to del Renzio’s annoyance, the deterrent to this sailing was still on board. The energetic 

enthusiasm of Incendiary Innocence continued to be dogged by an awareness that the efforts to thwart its 

author’s endeavours were unrelenting. In frustration, del Renzio responded to what he saw as Mesens’ 

continuing pettiness with nothing short of acerbic animosity:  

It would be idle to particularize and catalogue the list of little men whose pitiful 

announcements exhaust all meaning from epithets of abuse, and who, for all they intend, 

succeed only to accuse themselves ... Enough of futile discussions, enough of pats on the 
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head and stabs in the back, enough of sneers and stupid snobberies, of reputations for good 

or for evil, of shocks still in the exhibitionist stage of infantilism, enough ... how can it be 

said? – enough of submission to the ambitions in this world of old men – often old before 

their time – who seek to sit on the shoulders of the poet like the Chimaera of Baudelaire.50 

Notwithstanding these apprehensions, del Renzio provided a much needed direction and focus for 

a group that had become increasingly dispersed and whose surrealist doctrinal integrity had suffered 

significant dilution. Whilst Incendiary Innocence can be viewed simplistically as an overview of surrealist 

activity in 1944, it was also, arguably, a valid and effectual vehicle for future revolt that confronted the 

internal conflict and dormancy that was stifling the surrealist group in England at the time. 

But the intransigence that del Renzio was attributing to Mesens was, in reality, diminishing. In the 

first months of 1944, London Gallery Editions had published both Eluard’s Poésie et vérité 1942, in 

Mesens and Penrose’s translation, and a bilingual collection of poems by Mesens entitled Troisième 

front.51 Also, plans were announced for the publication of works by Valentine Penrose, Brunius, Breton 

and Aimé Césaire. Equally demonstrative of resurgent activity connected with Mesens was Feyyaz 

Fergar’s Fulcrum, which appeared in July 1944 in an edition of 500 copies.52 The twelve-page pamphlet 

was not initiated by Mesens, though it contained poems by him and contributions from the surrealists 

Brunius, Valentine Penrose, Rimmington and Watson Taylor. The front cover was by Rimmington and the 

back cover was by Banting. Not being a surrealist publication, Fulcrum also included contributions by 

Henry Treece, James Kirkup and John Atkins of the New Apocalypse movement. Other contributors 

included Hardiman Scott, Barbara Norman, Jean L. Davy (Jean Vidal), and the Turkish poets Sadi 

Cherkeshi, Feyyaz Fergar and Jula Fergar. Vidal, like most of the other French refugees in London, was a 

member of the Free French forces and had to hide his identity. Cherkeshi and Fergar produced another 

magazine, Dint, that in its second issue of autumn 1944, contained a surrealist poem by Watson Taylor, 

although surrealists did not otherwise contribute. In addition, Kurt Schwitters, who had arrived in London 

from Norway in 1940, held a solo exhibition in 1944 at Jack Bilbo’s Modern Art Gallery.53 Later, in March 

1947, Mesens was to involve Schwitters in the programme of the London Gallery, where the he gave two 

public recitals of his poetry. 

Del Renzio’s onslaught continued regardless, and in Tribune of 14 July 1944 he published 
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‘Surrealism, or else ...’ in which he criticised the two recent London Gallery Editions publications, Eluard’s 

Poésie et vérité and Mesens’ Troisième front, along with two other texts.54 Mesens’ poems are condemned 

in an openly sardonic manner for their imagery ‘drawn from the privacy of the author’s bathroom and 

watercloset,’ for ‘feeble jokes’ and for ‘extreme pettiness.’ What emerges most strongly in this review is del 

Renzio’s unrelenting allegiance to Breton. The publication of this critique was seized upon very rapidly by 

the circle consolidating around Mesens as a further opportunity to condemn del Renzio. In the August 

1944 issue of Tribune, Watson Taylor engages in a virulent attack, which, as well as opposing the ideas 

expressed in the July review, sets out to humiliate del Renzio personally: 

Mr del Renzio’s comments on the surrealism of today are themselves so obviously ‘sapless 

variations on a threadbare theme’ that one is surprised that Tribune should be so gullible as 

to give him the opportunity of making a fool of himself. His trite, slick use of such words as 

‘cursed’ and ‘obscure’ to qualify modern French poetry shows a pitiful ignorance of the real 

feeling and import of such writing; his slimy criticism of Eluard is genuinely revolting and 

seems prompted merely by a naive hope to ingratiate himself like a toady with Surrealists 

who, he has heard, are at odds with Eluard; his malicious comments on Mesens’ poetry can 

only be explained by an infantile desire for petty revenge – having been quite properly 

smacked in the Mesens-Brunius pamphlet, Idolatry and Confusion; the utter aridity of his own 

mind is perfectly exemplified by his desperate reliance on a string of quotations ‘ad nauseam’ 

and torn recklessly from their context.55 

As late as 1986, del Renzio was to recall this attack with indignation: ‘It was a despicable example of 

precisely what he held against me. Orwell, who was literary editor of Tribune then, had no wish to publish 

it because it was so childishly spiteful but I persuaded him, thinking it did more harm to its author.’56 

The final nail in the coffin of del Renzio’s surrealist aspirations was hammered home in November 

1944, by the publication of the twenty-four page Message from Nowhere/Message de nulle part edited by 

Mesens and published by the London Gallery Editions. In no uncertain terms the occasion secured a more 

resolute regrouping of the English surrealists around Mesens. The pamphlet described itself as a 

‘collection of poetry, drawings & criticism’ and was, effectively, a stocktaking of surrealist enmities and 

hopes that called the roll of faithful once again. It marked the moment when allegiances had to be 
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declared. The contributions were both in French and English and comprised texts by Mesens, Brunius, 

Maddox, Robert Melville, Watson Taylor, Penrose and the two editors of Dint, Cherkeshi and Fergar, as 

well as drawings by Robert Baxter and Banting. Rimmington also contributed a drawing and her name 

may justifiably be added to this 1944 grouping. 

 

Message from Nowhere Message de Nulle Part 1944, Jeffrey Sherwin, Leeds 
(Photo: Jeffrey Sherwin) 

 

Particularly surprising, given his former collaboration with and amicability towards del Renzio, was 

a contribution by Maddox in the form of a remarkably scathing letter written as part of the correspondence 

relating to Idolatry and Confusion. Maddox, who is openly described, along with Robert Melville, as one of 
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‘two former friends of “del R” ,’ confirmed his shift to the Mesens camp by launching a caustic denigration 

of his erstwhile confidant and collaborator, condemning: 

those ‘bright ideas’ of the very young intellects whose conventional paralysis clutters art and 

literature to-day. The puffs from these smoking façades never seem to achieve more than a 

very inane metaphysical-mystical speculation, all very dim and wordy, and quite carefully 

divorced from those aspects that call for careful analysis and intelligent consideration. But 

then they are not really concerned with any more serious approach than that clarified as the 

most delicate breezes of sentiment, and least calculated to disturb the even and orderly 

surface of their rational conception of reality ... the vomitus outpourings of a moral and 

aesthetic anxiety ... dismal wreckage that wants clearing.57 

Not surprisingly, this scornful rebuke immediately gave rise to a deep rift between Maddox and del 

Renzio that was to last decades. For someone who saw himself as striving to rekindle a dying surrealist 

flame it was the ultimate aspersion. Also, Message from Nowhere managed to open old wounds with its 

renewed the attack on the New Road 1943 anthology. It argued that some of the texts selected were 

inadmissible on the grounds that they were not surrealist and, with evident glee, Mesens singled out del 

Renzio’s own poems ‘Morgenroth, (to Darling Ithell)’ and ‘The light that will cease to fail’ for particular 

ridicule.58 Mesens then went on to voice his disapproval of the inclusion of other poems in the anthology 

on the grounds that the permission of the poets in question had not been obtained, a criticism that could 

reasonably be regarded as picayune in view of the fact that the war would certainly have frustrated any 

attempt to contact absent surrealists behind enemy lines. Regardless, Mesens openly protested to the 

editor of New Road 1943 that: 

the fellow in question was asked by you to select an anthology of Surrealist texts and poems, 

which he did without asking either authors’ or publishers’ authorisations, in cutting some texts 

in the most absurd and unscrupulous way and in grasping the opportunity to include his 

personal tripe under the same cover.59 

As a final mark of animosity, Message from Nowhere intensifies the public humiliation of del 

Renzio, firstly with some scathing personal remarks and secondly by gleefully reporting the sabotaged 

poetry reading staged with Colquhoun: 
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Mr. del Renzio’s vulgar little poem ‘Morgenroth (to darling Ithell)’ ... bore no conceivable 

connection with Surrealism. After reading this nonsense one was forced to the conclusion 

that the only link between del Renzio and Surrealism was that of a tape-worm in a man’s 

intestines. When, therefore, during the early spring, Mr. and Mrs. del Renzio were advertised 

to give a ‘Surrealist’ poetry reading at the International Arts Centre, Bayswater, the meeting 

was attended by a number of French, Belgian, American and British Surrealists who were 

determined to prevent the further discrediting of the movement by the quaint couple ... Mr. 

del Renzio ... referred, in his opening remarks, to ‘his friends’ Pierre Mabille and Aimé 

Césaire! The remainder of his address was inaudible, due to the fact that the brave couple 

were cowering behind a grand piano, until, after half-an-hour, three quarters of his audience 

left the meeting in protest ... As we left the room, Mr. del Renzio’s white silk tie flapped 

symbolically.60 

Such sustained and unrelenting censure had, in the end, brought about its intended objective: the group’s 

support for Mesens was now solidifying. Message from Nowhere achieved its editor’s purpose and marked 

the end of the ‘del Renzio affair,’ with the definitive marginalization of the initiator of Arson. Even at the 

height of his influence, it must be said, del Renzio had never managed to permeate the core of the group 

or secure any type of official group approval. He had never, for instance, been invited to any of the 

Barcelona Restaurant meetings, although he said that he did occasionally have ‘unofficial’ deliberations 

there with Maddox and the Melvilles.  

Confirmation of the curtailment of del Renzio’s influence on group activity came with his failed 

attempt to stimulate a collective response to the sensational death of Sonia Araquistan on 3 September 

1945. The twenty-three-year-old painter and daughter of the ex-ambassador of the former Spanish 

Republic had committed suicide by jumping naked from the roof of her father’s Bayswater home. Del 

Renzio was captivated by the incident, seeing it as the focus for a surrealist celebration of the power of 

irrational and unconscious forces. To this end, and with prompting from the Egyptian surrealist Georges 

Henein, who had been incensed by the press probing, he tried to gather poems and drawings inspired by 

the young woman’s gesture. Apart from Ithell Colquhoun’s painting Dreaming Leaps (1945), that bore the 

subtitle ‘in homage to Sonia Araquistan’ and a poem by Henein, del Renzio found no support, and despite 
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the precedent of the French surrealists’ collective action in the case of the ‘Violette Nozières’ affair in 

December 1933, the endeavour came to nothing.61 

The last time that del Renzio appeared alongside members of the English surrealist group was 

when he contributed an answer to a questionnaire about what one hates and loves most, published in the 

Belgian magazine Le Savoir-Vivre in October 1946.62 Colquhoun was included as well, alongside 

Rimmington, Banting, Bridgwater, Brunius, Maddox, Robert Melville, Mesens and Watson Taylor. But this 

carried no significance with regard to del Renzio’s standing in the group. Mesens’ strengthening authority 

resulted in the total frustration of any further efforts by del Renzio’s to muster group activity. The ostracism 

was entirely effectual and, as it turned out, painfully enduring: as late as 1947 del Renzio, together with 

Colquhoun, by then his wife, were consciously excluded from the International Surrealist Exhibition in 

Paris despite their attempts to participate.63 

The reinstatement of Mesens as leader, it would seem, carried an endorsement so unanimous 

that it extended beyond national frontiers. It would, however, be erroneous to discount del Renzio’s role in 

the history of the English surrealist group.64 Arguably, the resurgence of Mesens’ activity, together with all 

ensuing surrealist ventures, are attributable to del Renzio’s spirited, albeit provocative, intervention on the 

surrealist stage. Without his enthusiastic attempts to salvage the remains of a former activity and to rally a 

diluted circle of individual surrealists, a resurgence of the surrealist group in England may never have 

occurred in late 1944. Justifiably, del Renzio regarded his role as pivotal: ‘If I hadn’t done something,’ he 

maintained, ‘Surrealism may not have been mentioned again.’65 It is not an overstatement to claim that the 

only organized surrealist activity in Europe during the war after the departure of Onslow-Ford was due to 

the efforts of del Renzio. It is not surprising that the animosity that greeted his efforts left him feeling 

permanently aggrieved and betrayed: some sixty years on he retained vivid memories of ‘the trauma’ and 

the ‘psychological wound of the rift.’66 Comments made in 2004 make no attempt to disguise his anger 

about what he still regards as unmerited contemptuous treatment:  

I must confess that those events, so long ago, still upset and sadden me. I have never 

recovered from the effects of so much betrayal and duplicity along with the discovery of the 

total absence of any shame or honour. Much of this was not unexpected but the utter lack of 

any candour towards me exacerbated my sense of betrayal. Unable to take in my somewhat 



© Silvano Levy, 2005 
 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

23

exotic origins and experiences everything was sullied by their refusal to acknowledge who 

and what I was and to doubt and ridicule me. 

As he saw it, the rebuff arose not so much from intellectual polemic as from personal 

covetousness and malevolence: 

I quite soon understood the ulterior motives of so many people not only in their swift run to 

Mesens but in their previous dealings with me. Everyone in this whole sorry business had 

some axe to grind, some personal ambitions to realize. Some are all too painfully obvious 

and what one can only guess is that subsequent roles were, up to a point, remarkably 

satisfactory. I am referring to Simon Watson Taylor and Ken Hawkes particularly, both of 

whom had reasons of their own, stemming from a certain animosity to perverse their 

narratives, and were as capable as Mesens in the exercise of spite. They showed a 

shameless willingness to lie and misrepresent in order to carry favour with Mesens.67 

Paradoxically, it is also true to say that, much to the chagrin of Mesens, the commotion 

surrounding the rift served only to focus attention on del Renzio’s initiatives. 

In a way the very virulence of Mesens’ vendetta misfired and gave me an importance he was 

bent on denying. There were some people who thought that there had to be something he 

was so anxious to denigrate and that I really was an alternative leader.68 

In one sense, Mesens can be said to have been del Renzio’s best publicist.  

In the final analysis, del Renzio’s endeavours can only be viewed as a manifestation of an earnest 

allegiance to Breton. Fifty years of hindsight have left the would-be revitalizer of the English group 

convinced that Mesens’ remonstrations and personal attacks were not only doctrinally misguided, but that 

they also demonstrated a flawed leadership strategy and engendered an alienation from Breton: 

It is significant that Breton was to write to Brunius, not to Mesens, to express his concern 

over what was going on in England and his disapproval of Idolatry and Confusion and the 

manoeuvres of Message from Nowhere that seriously confused Surrealist issues. Contrary to 

what he implied, Mesens did not conform to Breton’s notion of Surrealism nor was his way of 

running the group in England in any way based on Breton’s model of the group in Paris. 

Breton had been suspicious of Mesens since the tardiness in publishing the F.I.A.R.I. 
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manifesto, and many subsequent actions of Mesens did nothing to allay this.69 

On another level, the emotional blows dealt by this protracted conflict left the erstwhile friendship 

between del Renzio and Maddox in tatters. The episodes of what can only be described as sabotage and 

betrayal resulted in a bitterness that was to last for over a quarter of a century, during which the two did 

not even speak to each other. It was only in the mid 1970s, when the two met by accident at a reception at 

the Danish Embassy in London, held after the opening of an Asger Jorn exhibition at The Barbican Centre, 

that del Renzio and Maddox were to re-establish reasonably friendly relations. But, even half a century 

after the initial clash, the wounds had clearly not healed and as late as 1998 del Renzio reacted with 

enmity to a suggestion that he might share an exhibition with Maddox: ‘it would be a way of making sure,’ 

he commented, ‘that we would again be at each other’s throats.’70 Maddox, for his part, never stopped 

dismissing del Renzio’s role as ‘a mere blip in history.’71 Del Renzio’s endeavours, Maddox continually 

insisted, had no place in any serious account of the history of surrealism. 

A tenuous form of appeasement did take place with Mesens as well, when, during the 1960s, the 

latter was visiting Milan, where del Renzio was then living.72 The meeting proved to be a revelation as well 

as a reconciliation: in an emotional outpouring Mesens made ‘various comments and allusions, more often 

than not, tearful’ that left del Renzio in no doubt that there had been more than a solely intellectual clash 

all those years before.73 A quarter of a century after the event, del Renzio began to realize that, in part at 

least, ‘the reason for the rift between Mesens and me had been sexual.’74 It had been no secret that 

Mesens had had designs on Ithell Colquhoun, whom del Renzio had married. But, the quasi-confession in 

Milan brought it home to del Renzio that 

the truth, as I experienced it, was somewhat more complex and derived from the fact that 

Mesens was a monstrous sexual predator, utterly indifferent to the gender of his prey. Of 

course, he envied what he thought was my success with women. But, on top of this he had a 

homosexual lust for me, which I had found embarrassing and was not disposed to 

accommodate, least of all his crude efforts at seduction.75 

If Mesens, indeed, had perceived himself as a twice jilted lover, it is not surprising that he should have 

fought tooth and nail not to have been jilted by the surrealist group as well. 

 However much del Renzio may have been attacked and belittled during the 1940s, it is undeniable 
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that he filled a blatant intellectual void. This, in turn, provoked group activity at a time when surrealism was 

inert. He may have been hated, betrayed and ridiculed, but he certainly was not and could not be ignored. 

Del Renzio claims that Arson inspired many communications from all over Nazi-occupied Europe, as well 

as from Australia, Argentina, Egypt (Heinen) and Romania. Significantly, none had come from Fascist 

Italy. As he saw it, he unwittingly acquired the status of representative for free thought in a repressed and 

oppressed world: ‘I was therefore, without any effort on my part, transformed into the voice of a certain 

international Surrealist resistance.’76 But del Renzio provided more than a platform and focus for 

surrealism in Britain. With his manifesto Incendiary Innocence he elaborated a detailed intellectual 

framework within which surrealist activity could have flourished and against which it could have been 

measured. Surpassing Mesens’ modus operandi, which, after all, was obliged to accommodate the 

commercial exigencies of gallery management, del Renzio equipped the group with a much-needed 

conceptual criterion that would underpin and sanction its activity. His notion of ‘incendiary innocence,’ in 

particular, could have navigated a course that not only steered clear of banality, but also rose to the 

challenges posed by Breton’s Second Manifesto of Surrealism, which demanded ‘the deep and genuine 

occultation of Surrealism.’77 The denuded ‘signs’ that del Renzio was seeing in the activities of those 

around him could thus have been accoutred with their forfeited ‘signification.’ Admittedly, Mesens, for his 

part, did initiate publications during the 1940s and organized exhibitions, including one of international 

stature in Paris in 1947. But even this achievement proved to be ephemeral: it was to be the last 

communal manifestation of the surrealists in Britain. It also cannot be forgotten that Mesens had 

discontinued London Bulletin by 1940 and, without a single manifesto to his name, had failed to provide 

any substantial form of leadership on the intellectual level. 

In a statement made in 2004, del Renzio demonstrates that he had always been convinced that, 

had his direction been seriously espoused, surrealism in Britain would have made a prominent and 

meaningful statement in the history of ideas.78 These were hopes, however, that were never to be realized. 

On the contrary and notwithstanding Mesens’ ostensible resumption of activity, del Renzio’s exclusion was 

to mark the beginning of a spiral of decline for surrealism in Britain. This intensified with the increasing 

popularity of Abstract Expressionism, which had the effect not only of marginalizing surrealism, but also of 

turning it into the object of public scorn. Probably for commercial reasons and, almost certainly against his 
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inner convictions, Mesens increasingly stood back from the surrealist cause. By 1948 he was already 

conceding that ‘the new, and if anything, more disgusting, psychological condition of today demands a new 

solution.’79 He even went as far as to remove one of Maddox’s works from a 1948 exhibition at The London 

Gallery on the basis that ‘too many people know you are a surrealist.’80 Whatever Mesens’ motives might 

have been, they certainly were enduring. When, in 1967, John Lyle enterprisingly set about instigating a 

surrealist revival in Exeter, Mesens was actually reluctant, albeit initially, to have any involvement in the 

project. 

To dismiss Mesens as a disenchanted former champion of the surrealist cause is, however, an 

over-simplification. It is both significant and paradoxical that, during the year in which Maddox’s work had 

been withdrawn from public exhibition, the London Gallery had shown overtly surrealist work: one of its 

exhibitions was specifically on Automatism, while others included works by Scottie Wilson, Rimmington, 

Banting, Peter Rose-Pulham, Austin Cooper and Lucian Freud. Prior to that, in 1946 and 1947, Mesens 

had shown Wilfredo Lam, Ernst, Dalí, Leonora Carrington and Lucian Freud. The trend continued into 

1949 with exhibitions of the work of Masson, de Chirico, Penrose, Francés and Cooper. Even in its final 

year, 1950, the London Gallery remained the focus for surrealism, with exhibitions of Miró, Ernst and 

Desmond Morris. Indeed, the latter, who had visited every exhibition at the London Gallery from 

September 1947 to its closure in 1950, regarded it as ‘a surrealist sanctuary in the bleak atmosphere of 

post-war austerity.’81 Morris has argued that ‘from the time he re-opened the London Gallery in November 

1946 until its closure in 1950, Mesens did everything in his power to re-kindle interest in the pre-war 

surrealist cause.’82 The evidence is conflicting and, at this juncture in the study of surrealism in Britain, the 

last word on the del Renzio Affair remains to be written. 

 

Appendix: Statement by del Renzio made on 28 September 2004 

 

At that time, it was unclear that many of the Surrealists who had sought refuge in the U.S. (in New 

York in particular) in the West Indies and Mexico and wherever in Latin America, were freely 

willing to return to Europe (to Paris in particular), and Andre Breton was no exception. In Paris the 

intellectual climate no longer favoured Surrealism in any but a debased version while one of the 

consequences of the war had been to dissipate francophone intellectual hegemony. Indeed the 

major intellectual current in Paris itself bred out of German thought and philosophy, including 
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Marxism in versions well apart from those current in pre-war Paris! However, the New York 

Experience had been welcomed by hardly anyone but Marcel Duchamp while everywhere in the 

world Surrealists looked for a firm centre. It seemed to me not at all fanciful to dream of a 

Surrealist grouping in Britain that would draw its participants from everywhere and anywhere. This 

would have important outcomes wherever it was manifested – first, the freeing of Surrealism from 

Francophone dominance and, second, the freeing of English Surrealism from its supposed 

inheritance from and debt to Lewis Carroll and thence its subservience to a much more rigorous 

theory and practice that drew upon many sources in many different cultural traditions. This would 

enable the development of Surrealist theory to pursue a course that was only partially realised by 

Breton in Paris after his eventual return there and submission to the narrower needs that Paris 

appeared to demand of him, the problems, for example paid by the internationally acclaimed new 

directions of painting represented by Abstract Expressionism, that was opposed to certain 

vigorous Surrealist practices which also took root within its canon and which would have been 

recognised by an international grouping in London. Moreover, this grouping would have been quite 

able to counter the CIA’s appropriation and exploitation of tendencies that it aimed to promote as a 

specific US contribution and in no way understood. There was nothing specifically American about 

these tendencies and Harold Rosenberg's thesis that, somehow, the Action painters were the 

equivalent of the North American rebels in the War of Independence, while the Europeans were 

the equivalent of the Red Coats, were historically ignorant and, in the context of the post-war 

situation, were little more than ludicrous apologies for New York dealing scams.  

Thus it appears to me an international Surrealist grouping in London would have had 

unimaginably vast consequences across the cultures of the world. It would have had far-reaching 

influences on British issues, avoiding many of the aspects that occurred, and cutting the ground 

from under the feet of the Independent Group. This was something that Mesens somehow 

glimpsed when he thought that I could have led the Independent Group into some sort of Mesens-

dominated Surrealist group, but since this was not the end of grouping that I had envisaged, it 

would in no way have appeared an attractive proposition. 

Further to this, Surrealism itself would have taken another intellectual lease with many 

developments only hitherto vaguely suggested in Breton’s writings, particularly the introduction to 

the series of international Surrealist exhibitions in Paris. In this vein, much of Duchamp’s 

contribution to Surrealist thought would have been countered and eliminated, perhaps 

provoking the break between him and Breton earlier, in a sort of damage-limitation series of 

actions or perhaps disqualifying the break altogether. 

In a certain way, the inner trajectory of Surrealism would have been strengthened and 

redirected. Certainly the American taste for a version of Surrealism founded by Bataille would 

have been avoided or at least denied any real significance, with the assertion of Surrealism’s 

fundamental opposition to capitalism and the incompatibility of Surrealism with the academic 
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ideology of American intellectual thought, and the discrediting of all forms of art-dealing as simply 

no more than the attempt to accommodate the commercial values of capitalism with the 

achievements of contemporary artists and the appropriation of intellectual properties by men better 

suited to promoting advertising and reducing all art to that level. This Surrealist grouping would 

prevent the emergence of men like Charles Saatchi and of trends like ‘Brit-Art’, which cannot be 

taken seriously. At the same time Bataille’s important contribution to Surrealist theory would have 

been clarified and defined and Bataille, himself, would have been accorded his real importance in 

Surrealist political orientation. Moreover, the importance of the identification with Trotskyism would 

have been underlined. 
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Fatum and Fortuna:  
André Masson, Surrealism and the Divinatory Arts 
 

Simone Perks 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper situates André Masson’s pre-surrealist imagery of game playing within the context 
of divinatory practices; an interest that appears to have extended to surrealism in the 
following decades. It identifies iconographical similarities between three ‘portraits’ by Masson 
and the most powerful card in the tarot pack, the Juggler, thus illuminating a sensibility for 
lyrical analogy shared by initiates of the occult. The paper goes on to explore a fascination for 
tarot cards within the surrealist coterie, positing that the lyrical potential of the tarot’s 
symbology and the concomitant auto-hypnotic techniques rendered tarot reading a praxis that 
promised to enhance the faculties of the mind and enable adepts to become the ‘recording 
instruments’ of visions.  
 

 

   

Fig. 1, André Masson, L'homme à l'orange, 1923, 31 7/8 
x 21 1/4 inches (81 x 54 cm). 
© ADAGP, Paris and DACS, London, 2005. 
  

Fig. 2. Nicolas Conver, Le 
Bateleur (The Juggler), Le Tarot 
de Marseille, 1760. 
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One might say that, in terms of iconography, the game of chance pervades the visual 

lexicon of surrealism. Yet, when considered individually, these familiar images of dice and 

playing cards are generally thought of as no more than arbitrary motifs. It is perhaps for this 

reason that this corpus of images is so often marginalised in the accepted canon of surrealist 

visual material. I would argue however, that the fact that these motifs are consistently 

repeated suggests that they are unlikely to be without meaning for the surrealists. This 

becomes all the more significant when we learn that the game of chance shares symbiotic 

origins with the divinatory arts, marking the transition from chance to necessity. If the 

surrealist motif of the game of chance might be traced back to the pre-surrealist years of 

André Masson, this paper seeks to situate Masson’s paintings of 1923-1924 against a 

backdrop of divinatory practices in order to posit new insights germane to arcane systems of 

thought; an interest which appears to have extended to surrealism in the following decades. 

The mystery behind the archaic origins of the humble playing card, inextricably linked 

as it is with the history of tarot, bestows upon the playing card an esoteric aura, endowing it 

with an ambivalent quality and allowing for a deeper interpretation of it as a pictorial motif: are 

cards to be seen simply as material for play or might they instead be considered as 

instruments for penetrating the deepest secrets of life? Gérard van Rijnberk points out that 

this esoteric quality does not lie with the playing card’s mysterious origins alone, but also 

arises from an innate consequence of the play element of all games of chance, including dice:  

All games in which chance plays a part, be it a game of cards or dice, have an inherent 

esoteric, divinatory element. The game is played out to know which of the players will 

be the most favoured by fate or providence. All games imply therefore, a sort of 

interrogation of an oracle that will demonstrate divine intention or the dictates of fate. 

This is in full evidence when the cards are employed to read the future, but is also the 

case when it is a matter of a pure and simple game.1  

Likewise, in Les Jeux et les hommes (1958) Roger Caillois posits that superstitious practices 

have grown out of games of chance leading to the corruption of chance and the coercion of 

destiny, so that chance is no longer understood as a blind indifferent force. Following this 

definition, cards and dice cease simply to symbolise ‘blind’ chance and instead take on the 

role of the diviner’s instruments, thus becoming icons of predestination: 



© Simone Perks, 2005 

 

Numerous indications of the association between games of chance and divination are 

easily found. One of the most conspicuous and immediate is that the very same cards 

used by players in trying their luck may also be used by prophets to predict the future. 

… At every point there is a quite natural transition from chance to superstition.2 

It is Grillot de Givry however, who perhaps best sums up the ambiguous role of the 

playing card in society; simultaneously an instrument of ruin where gambling is concerned 

and a source of enlightenment with regard to occult practices: 

For others the tarot is a mysterious door opening on a gaping and unfathomable future 

of illusions and hopes; when they handle the same cards which have brought gamblers 

to the verge of hell and damnation their eyes light up, their mind brightens, their soul 

rises into the eternal spheres, and they see into the future and are possessed of that 

prophetic spirit which we foolishly laugh at, but which the wiser Orientals valued so 

much that they considered it the highest recompense that man might expect from God 

here below.3  

Givry’s explanation of the ambiguous power inherent in playing cards, is, I feel, important in 

another respect, as I believe it holds the key to understanding the latent ambiguity embedded 

within several of André Masson’s paintings of the early 1920s, which I shall now discuss.  

In his early, heavily symbolic oeuvre Masson takes up the theme of card and dice 

games. An initial exegesis of these paintings is one informed by the psychology of gambling, 

understanding the playing cards to be instruments of self-ruin. This certainly seems to be a 

prominent theme in Masson’s The Gamblers (1923). The painting depicts the frenetic activity 

in a gambling den where the indomitable, masochistic compulsion once defined by Freud 

gathers the players around the green clothed table.4 The gambler is locked in a futile game, 

fuelled by an unconscious desire of loss and self-punishment to the point that he dare not 

look at the dice knowing that the inevitable outcome will be that of personal and financial ruin; 

a head buried in hands in fear of the outcome of fate. Cards tumble and fall swiftly, 

automatically even, from a sea of hypertrophied hands as in the coup that Walter Benjamin 

once described: ‘… for there can be no game without the quick movement of the hand by 

which the stake is put down or a card is picked up.’5  There are inevitably associations with 

café life where such games of chance were played out, and the gaming imagery might be 
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seen in this respect as the legacy of a cubist symbology of cards and dice, forming an 

iconography of the café. In his notes, Masson himself was to describe these paintings in 

terms of a modern genre painting, displaying ‘gatherings of men: gamblers, drinkers, 

sleepers: memories, in part, of peasant or military life.’6  The bread, wine and fish suppers 

that accompany these pictorial soirées add to this rustic ambiance.  

Masson used his own friends as models as they gathered in his atelier on the rue 

Blomet. However, as Dawn Ades has observed, Masson once compared these same friends 

to figures associated with necromancy: Georges Limbour as Lucifer, Roland Tual as the 

Enchanter, Michel Leiris as the Aeropagist. A possible interest in the occult, therefore, is 

intimated leading to an ambiguity as to whether these are simply gamblers and card players 

or whether, at a deeper level, they might also be seen as cartomancers (fortune tellers, 

especially with cards) or magicians?7 Certainly, both Leiris and Limbour’s readings of these 

paintings lean towards an esoteric inflected interpretation, and it may be argued that as 

Masson’s fascination with images of card and dice players evolves the dichotomy between 

gambling and divination dissolves. On a closer inspection of The Gamblers then, an esoteric, 

metaphysical quality to the painting slowly reveals itself in the rendering of the fractured, 

collapsed and encroaching space that begins to devour the players. Indeed, the figure on the 

left hand side of the painting, pipe in hand, appears to be engulfed by an ineffable nebulous 

phenomenon, as if everything is being sucked into the abyss; Limbour writes: ‘... how the 

objects placed on the cloth would slide toward the abyss which no man had dared to bar.’8  

 Drawing on a quotation by Leiris from his text on Masson, Eléments pour une 

biographie, Rubin and Lanchner have carried out an esoterically-inspired reading of another 

of Masson’s gaming scenarios, The Card Trick (1923). Here, they posit that the subject matter 

no longer appears to be that of a mere game, but instead points to the cosmic ‘game’ of 

divination that taps into the ‘obscure forces of the future’: 

The Card Trick is a painting about chance in which the card players (interchangeably 

the painter himself and his poet and artist-friends) are magicians and the instruments of 

the game 'signs and talismans wherein are condensed all the obscure forces of the 

future.' The outcome of the game does not depend on the free will of its participants but 

on the range of possibilities allowed within the immutable structure of cosmic laws.9 
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There is an emphasis on isolated, disembodied hands in this painting, ambiguously evoking 

the passivity (or relinquished conscious control) of the player in the face of chance and the 

sleight of hand necessary for the ‘magician’s card tricks. The composition is of particular 

interest here however, as Masson has skilfully created the illusion that the hands, dice, cards, 

scrolls and other objects are being governed by unknown forces. In particular, a triangular 

central point of energy appears to maintain objects in an orbital path, alluding to ‘cosmic laws’ 

that are being tapped into.10 The background of the painting is once again treated in a 

metaphysical, fragmented style that has the effect of creating a figure-ground confusion, as 

angular shards of space and swirling energy forms begin to encroach and cut into the central 

subject matter. The treatment of the surrounding space creates the kind of ineffable energy 

force that one finds in the tumultuous skies of an El Greco or in Pablo Picasso’s Les 

Demoiselles d’Avignon. The player himself becomes engulfed in this ordered chaos.  

In a seemingly related series of three paintings – The Man with the Orange, (1923, 

fig. 1), Man Holding a Rope, (1924), Man in an Interior, (1924) – the theme of the game of 

chance is once again taken up. Yet, what is immediately striking about these paintings is that 

they no longer depict scenes of group gatherings but solitary experiments with cards and 

dice, alluding to the possibility of divinatory practices. There is also a sense that the central 

figure in each (modelled again on Masson and his friends) exists in correspondence with the 

cosmic forces that radiate around him. Indeed, in Man in an Interior the central figure sits 

firmly in place as objects whir around him centripetally, as if by telekinesis or by some special 

inner contact with the exterior world. One might say that the surrealist dream of a resolution of 

the objective and subjective realms appears to have been resolved pictorially in these three 

paintings, where mind appears to be attuned to matter.  

The objects that surround the three figures are charged with symbolic and poetic 

content, albeit one that is iconographically hermetic and vague. Leiris writes:  

From the start, Masson’s art was always full of symbolism. For, what else are the 

loaves of bread and the pomegranates, the glasses of wine, rolls of paper, clouds and 

other objects, which cluster together in his earliest pictures, but an array of emblems 

brought together as it were by an alchemist?11  
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As Dawn Ades has pointed out, this plethora of disparate objects often comprised repeated 

motifs of a knife, a wooden triangle, a ball or playing cards, objects which, according to Leiris 

‘… are attached to some ancestral symbolism.’12 As we have seen, the playing cards and dice 

can be associated with divinatory practices, and the scrolls that sometimes irrupt into the 

paintings (The Card Trick, The Man with the Orange) might be compared to the sibylline 

scrolls of ancient Rome.13 The juxtaposition of disparate emblems can be said to be 

contemporaneous with the surrealist embrace of the fortuitous meeting of disparate objects, 

as inspired by the Comte de Lautréamont’s poem Le Chant de Maldoror. This clash of 

disparate objects, creating iconographical tensions, might also be seen to be the product of a 

specific aesthetic doctrine on the part of Masson which appeared to favour conflicting forms. 

In Masson’s oeuvre one finds the deliberate opposition of curves, angles and sinuous twisting 

forms. Limbour understood this formal discord as symbolic of the antagonistic ‘life of the 

universe’: 

Discord, which has since become one of his [Masson’s] favourite themes, already 

existed between these elements, though in a purely formal manner. For example, 

against the supple curves of some fish would be aimed the aggressively straight lines 

of the triangular blade of a knife, the same kitchen knife indeed which figures in so 

many of the later massacres and sacrifices. Thus a conflict was set up between curves 

and angles, and the opposition of some rigid saw with fiercely pointed teeth to the 

feminine litheness of a loosely draped, thick piece of rope became a lyrical event. And 

this conflict kept on reappearing, until at last one understood that the life of the 

universe, of art and of the emotions consisted exactly of this antagonism.14 

If Masson understood the universe in terms of conflicting, antagonistic forces, he also 

appears to have believed that this underlining conflict was nonetheless counteracted by 

hidden relationships, made manifest through the resemblance of things. Georges Limbour 

writes: ‘He is gifted with that universal intelligence called poetic genius, that is to say an 

intuition of the forces and secret correspondences of the world.’15 Thus, if Masson was to 

depict universal antagonism by portraying the clash of disparate forms, he was equally to 

conjure up the notion of universal order and analogy via aesthetic devices that saw the 

rhyming of pictorial forms. In this respect, the sphere is of particular import and significance to 
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Masson’s vocabulary of forms, as for him it represented, interchangeably, the earth (the 

globe) and the bounties of nature (embodied in the spherical nature of many fruits).16 

The ‘terrestrial’ sphere that Masson was so fond of is represented by an orange in The 

Man with the Orange; a rhyming of spherical forms may then be found in the cloud-like 

formations receding from Masson’s ear. In Man in an Interior the ubiquitous spherical object is 

the pomegranate, whose form is then echoed elsewhere in the painting. In Man Holding a 

Rope a pierced sphere can be found hovering on the left hand side and reappears at the back 

of the man’s skull and then again at the level of his eye. Here, the sphere is analogous to an 

eyeball in its socket; which is significant, as in all three ‘portraits’ the eye sockets appear 

hollow, suggesting inner power and introspection. Indeed, in Man Holding a Rope the sense 

of vision appears to come from within, suggesting that the man is a seer, a revelation which in 

turn sheds new light on the three dice (lined up in a perfect diagonal line and in numerical 

order) on his table which suggests that the outcome is other than the product of chance and 

possibly related instead to an act of divination. 

At its most universal then, the sphere embodies nature and points to Masson’s 

eagerness to lift the veil of Isis where nature’s inner turmoil finds itself counteracted by its 

hidden correspondences. We might say then that what we find in these paintings are men 

(never women) who occupy a site where discord (symbolically represented by the 

juxtaposition of conflicting, disparate objects and forms) opposes order (evoked pictorially by 

the repetition of forms, such as the sphere). Referring to another of Masson’s early paintings, 

Les Quatre Eléments (1923-24), it has been suggested that in his attempt to capture the 

elements within his paintings, it was as if Masson had hoped to ‘hold the Earth in his hand, or 

have it at his disposal on a tabletop,’ an ambition which seems to have been played out 

pictorially in these three paintings.17 A superior knowledge of nature and the cosmos such as 

the one Masson sought through his painting would inevitably place somebody in a position to 

master nature and this leads me on to the character of the Bateleur (fig. 2).  

Given Masson’s assumed interest in divination, an interest shared by other members of 

the Parisian artistic milieu (Guillaume Apollinaire, André Derain and Max Jacob were all 

adepts of divinatory practices) it is highly likely that he was familiar with tarot cards and the 

three aforementioned ‘portraits’ bear similarities with one of the most powerful figures in the 
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Major Arcana tarot pack, the Bateleur, otherwise known as the Juggler.18 Reading Masson’s 

portraits in relation to this figure makes for an interesting interpretation of the three paintings. 

Compositionally speaking the Juggler has much in common with the iconography of Masson’s 

paintings, as he too is positioned behind a tabletop upon which are displayed an array of 

disparate, emblematic objects. According to different authorities on the tarot, the table can be 

interpreted as symbolising the universe or the material world. The legendary character of the 

Juggler then, is literally able to realise Masson’s ambition to hold the world in his hand or 

have it at his disposal on a table. In terms of iconography there are similarities too. The 

Juggler’s attributes include a sword that sometimes takes the form of a knife (a knife can be 

discerned in all three of Masson’s paintings), and a cup (a cubist-style glass in The Man with 

the Orange). In one version of the tarot the Juggler holds a spherical object (a coin) in his left 

hand which is also the case with Masson’s The Man with the Orange (the coin has been 

replaced by an orange). The conflicting interpretations that have been made of these 

seemingly polyvalent and arcane emblems by historians of the tarot are too numerous to 

carry out any specific exegesis, however, the Juggler’s attributes might be interpreted as 

relating to the elements: the coin (earth): the sword (air); the cup (water). The fourth attribute 

of the Juggler, the rod or sceptre that the Juggler carries in his hand, might be seen to 

represent fire; although there is no rod in Masson’s paintings, the lighted match in Man 

Holding a Rope might allude to the element of fire. In some versions of the tarot the Juggler 

also displays dice (as in Man Holding a Rope, while dice are replaced by playing cards in the 

other two paintings). However, there is an ambiguity here as to whether dice represent the 

element of instability and uncertainty in the world or, as Paul Marteau believes, indicate 

alternatively that there is no such thing as chance given that divine intelligence always 

intervenes.19  

The sophisticated compositional skills of Masson are such that the objects radiating 

around the figures in Masson’s three paintings give the impression of prestidigitation (in 

Masson’s case a kind of psychic juggling); a certain dexterity which is again in keeping with 

the characterisation of the Juggler who is believed to have evolved from the kind of magician 

that would carry out illusions and tricks at fairs. Like Masson’s characters, the Juggler is 

capable of coordinating contradictory elements. At an elementary level then, the Juggler 
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represents mastery or command. At a deeper level, this mastery might extend to encompass 

a command of the self and the universe. The divinatory readings of the Juggler’s character, 

though many and often conflicting, are interesting when considered alongside Masson’s 

interest in cosmology and the dynamics of nature. For Paul Marteau, at its most basic 

interpretation the Juggler represents man in the presence of nature, who, in the face of 

adversity, learns to master nature’s hostile and tumultuous forces.20 For Rijnberk the Juggler 

is ‘the true Magus in the highest sense of the word,’ particularly due to his mastery of his 

faculties and his knowledge of the law of analogy: as Above, so Below.21 Oswald Wirth 

proposes that the Juggler has the kind of generative omnipotence of a god, the master-spirit 

of the universe, while the former surrealist Kurt Seligmann sums up the qualities of the 

Juggler as follows: 

He is the aleph, the master-spirit of the universe, which stretches before him like the 

Juggler’s table. All things of creation are tossed about by him as if they were the 

Juggler’s objects. He is pointing at the above and the below, confirming the teaching of 

Hermes Trismegistus that here below all is like that which is in heaven, that the little 

world, man, contains all the elements of the universe, and that the study of man will 

make us understand the wonders of the whole creation.22 

As with each character in Masson’s three aforementioned paintings, the Juggler can at a 

superficial level be interpreted as a simple prestidigitator, at a deeper level however, he can 

be seen as the supreme Magus with knowledge of the self and the universal laws of analogy, 

a position that has given him divine powers equivalent to that of a master-spirit.  

Here I would like to introduce a second potential model for Masson’s ‘magus,’ 

Apollonius of Tyana. Masson was to acknowledge his interest in this character in an early 

correspondence: ‘The long, leisurely evenings allowed me to read Diodore de Sicile and enjoy 

the company of the legendary Apollonius of Tyana.’23 Apollonius was a pagan seer, exorcist 

and healer from the first century. However, according to one of the most authoritative 

chroniclers of the prophet’s life, Philostratus, he was also considered by his detractors as 

nothing more than a magician or a charlatan, comparable one might say to the fairground 

magician out of whom the Juggler emerged. According to Philostratus’s account however, 

Apollonius was a divinely-inspired sage, and was even said to be an incarnation of Proteus, 
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an Egyptian god with the gift of knowledge of both past and future. Philostratus explained that 

wizards wish to change the course of destiny whereas ‘… Apollonius submitted himself to the 

decrees of the Fates and only foretold that things must come to pass; and his foreknowledge 

was gained not by wizardry, but from what the gods revealed to him.’24  

The art of divination is a recurring topic of conversation in the chronicles of Apollonius’ 

life. ‘As to the subject of foreknowledge,’ writes Philostratus ‘they presently had a talk about it, 

for Apollonius was devoted to this kind of lore, and turned most of their conversations on to 

it.’25 Oblique references to Apollonius’ interest in divination might well be discerned in the 

symbolism of games of chance that pervade Masson’s ‘portraits.’ However, it must be noted 

that cartomancy and divination with other props such as dice are nowhere discussed in 

Philostratus’ chronicles and he was said to be particularly cynical with regard to practices that 

involved the barbaric slaughter of animals in order to interpret the entrails.26 Instead, he 

seems to have been practiced in divination via astrological methods or through more direct, 

unaided means, such as prophetic dreams. It is understood that he devoted four books to 

astral divination and believed that ‘… many things are revealed in the disc of the sun at the 

moment of its rising.’27  

Apollonius is also known to have been a follower of Pythagoras who developed quasi-

mystical beliefs that aimed to reveal nature’s secrets through mathematical study.28 Although 

Philostratus’ account concentrates on the ascetic side of Apollonius’ Pythagorean beliefs, 

covert pictorial allusions to the Pythagorean laws of mathematics might provide one 

explanation for the many triangles that constitute the emblems of Masson’s paintings, 

although they equally point more generally to ideas of measurement and geometry. 

The characters of the Juggler and Apollonius of Tyana might, I posit, be conflated; the 

fusion of the magus with the seer, resulting in supreme knowledge and mastery. I do not wish 

to suggest here that Masson directly illustrated Apollonius, or slavishly copied the Bateleur 

(although I would not rule out the possibility that Masson was familiar with tarot cards, given 

the interest in ancient and arcane belief systems of his milieu). I do believe, however, that 

these two important characters and their attributes can, at the very least, provide an intimation 

of the kind of character that Masson was endeavouring to depict, and offers the spectator a 

modus operandi in terms of accessing the loaded and arcane symbolism found in Masson’s 
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paintings, often encoded in seemingly banal everyday objects. Michel Leiris expands on this 

thought process:  

All objects are a mystery unto themselves. A doorknob contains the same potential 

lyricism as a starry sky. However, we are drawn to objects that are linked to some 

ancestral symbolism that has been passed on to us through education or atavism: a 

cross, for example, a knife, a torch, a wooden triangle, a ball or playing cards.29 

By reading such interpretations of the Bateleur tarot card in relation to Masson’s early 

oeuvre, we encounter the kind of lyrical associations the spectator might make with regard to 

the iconographical content of Masson’s paintings, bringing us one step closer to 

understanding these equally esoteric paintings which reveal their secrets over time. Hence, 

one may interpret the shifting signifieds in Masson’s three paintings so that each figure might 

be read interchangeably as a) a gambler/cardsharp b) a diviner/seer and c) a supreme 

Magus/Master-spirit intimately connected to the underlying laws of nature. In other words, as 

with the Bateleur tarot card, which can be interpreted simultaneously as a simple 

prestidigitator and a master-spirit, the various layers and meanings of Masson’s ‘portraits’ can 

be built up from the ordinary to the occult. 

Masson’s interest in divinatory practices might be said to prefigure an interest in tarot 

and divination that is evinced in later years by the surrealists. In his ambitious book L’Art 

magique originally published in 1957, Breton was to articulate the important aesthetic value of 

the tarot: ‘A single divinatory and apodictic system had the fortune to inspire multiple 

representations, which are well preserved and of considerable aesthetic value: the Tarot.’30 

By way of example he referred to the magnificently opulent tarot deck of Charles VI, one of 

the oldest extant set of tarot cards. For Grillot de Givry, however, the real beauty of the tarot 

resides in the fact that its origin remains shrouded in mystery:  

The tarot has no origin whatever. It remains a mystery, an enigma, a problem. At most 

it harmonizes with the symbolism of alchemy, another intangible doctrine which has 

beaten a subterranean path through the centuries, avoiding both religion and science 

and yet establishing itself in their domains.31 

The tarot then seems to be a language and a set of beliefs unto itself, at a remove from the 

strictures of religion and science. The mystery of its origins and the independence of its 
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doctrines is perhaps reason enough to explain the tarot’s appeal as an alternative system of 

thought for the surrealists and a potential avenue to explore. However, a further explanation 

might also be discerned in the lyricism of its pictorial vocabulary (based on a system of 

analogy), and the potential of divination as praxis to stimulate the imagination and bypass the 

constraints of conscious control in ways that recall surrealist automatist practices. 

As tarot cards are iconographically polyvalent and multilayered in meaning, the cards 

become sites of suggestibility alluding to potential meanings rather than givens. Oswald Wirth 

talks about the unique evocative magic of their symbols and explains that interpretations of 

them (which are, according to him, windows on to the infinite) can only be indications, as they 

are never exhausted.32 It is for this reason that tarot reading might be seen as an exercise 

that heightens mental illumination, and in particular contributes to an expansion of the 

capacities of poetic imagination. Divination therefore is envisioned by Oswald Wirth as an 

‘exercice d’assouplissement de l’esprit’, a hypothetical flexing of the mind so that the mind’s 

faculties may become more supple, allowing the diviner to make use of his/her liberated and 

heightened mental faculties to probe the opaque and discern the concealed, as opposed to 

relying on the strictures of the rational faculties of our mind.33  

Further, the act of divination ideally requires a state of passive receptivity in order for 

the mind to pick up the confluence of endogenous visions (generated by enhanced psychic 

faculties) and exogenous images (emanating from the consultant via electro-magnetic 

vibrations). According to Wirth, the diviner should be intellectually passive, and in a state of 

receptive neutrality so that his or her imagination becomes a sort of ‘appareil enregisteur’ 

(recording instrument). Comparisons might then be made here with surrealist automatist 

practices and experiments in trance states that require the same state of passivity and 

receptivity so that the mind might become, as Breton put it, ‘silent receptacles’ or ‘modest 

recording instruments.’ ‘Let your state of mind be as passive and receptive as possible,’ 

Breton was to declare.34 It is perhaps the automatic and semi-automatic practices of Masson 

and Max Ernst that show the closest affinities with divinatory practices. José Pierre posits that 

Masson’s ritualistic and revelatory mode of working led naturally to automatism that was ‘in its 

turn conceived as a divinatory practice.’35 
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To recapitulate on the tarot’s many virtues as a source of artistic inspiration, it 

represented many things at once: a system of invaluable beauty; an ‘intangible doctrine’ 

divorced from the strictures of religion and science; a lexicon of symbols that exudes an 

‘evocative magic’; and an ‘exercise in suppleness of mind’ that enabled the surrealist to 

become a ‘recording instrument.’ These are just a few potential reasons that might explain the 

surrealists’ fascination with the tarot. However, more prosaically, this interest appears to have 

also been fostered by the publication of Grillot de Givry’s seminal book Le Musée des 

Sorciers, Mages et Alchimistes in 1929. This book was familiar to the surrealists and provided 

chapters on a range of hermetic topics, devoting a chapter to the divinatory arts. Michel Leiris 

reviewed it in Documents that same year and claimed that the sections devoted to tarot were 

of particular interest for him in terms of the insights it gave into the doctrines and origins of 

certain traditions.36 Leiris chose to illustrate his article with two cards from the Tarot of Charles 

VI depicting La Maison de Dieu (‘The House of God’) and Le Soleil (‘The Sun’). The same 

year Breton called for the profound, true occultation of surrealism in the Second Manifesto of 

Surrealism. In a footnote he acknowledged the potential avenues of exploration of those 

sciences that had been marginalised, particularly those of astrology and cryptesthesia (a 

hidden supra-sensibility which explained the phenomenon of clairvoyancy.)37  

This occultist ferment immanent within the surrealist milieu manifested itself pictorially 

in 1933 in the form of the front cover of Minotaure that had been designed by André Derain 

and depicted four tarot cards. This was accompanied by a highly recondite reading of four 

ancient playing cards by Derain entitled ‘Critérium des As,' which reads as a delirious, poetic 

extemporization: a perfect example, one might say, of the evocative magic of their ancient 

symbology. The cards chosen were in fact the four aces, which depict the attributes of the 

Juggler: the cup, the sword, the coin and the rod (or in this case the club). Derain was an 

adept of tarot reading and a source of transmission of arcane beliefs to Breton. Breton spoke 

fondly of the hours spent in Derain’s studio at the rue Bonaparte whilst Derain read tarot 

cards.38  

Indeed, Breton himself recounts in detail the strange rituals of his own experiments with 

cartomancy in L’Amour fou.39 It also seems to have been a popular pastime with the female 

contingent of the surrealist milieu. Valentine Penrose was also adept in the art of tarot reading 
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and according to Anthony Penrose took card reading very seriously. He describes her as 

having ‘... a natural air of mysticism, which was compounded by her fascination with Eastern 

philosophy, her closeness to nature, and her understanding of the arcane, which included 

using Tarot cards to foretell the future with disturbing accuracy.’40 Gala too frequently read 

cards as a means to predict the future, prompting Salvador Dalí to indulge in his own series of 

tarot cards.41 M.E. Warlick has pointed out the similarities between Leonora Carrington’s 

portrait of Max Ernst (1940) and the arcane figure known as the ‘Hermit,’ suggesting a 

possible familiarity with the tarot.42 Finally, interest in tarot extended in particular to two male 

members of the surrealist group, albeit relative latecomers, Kurt Seligmann and Victor 

Brauner.  

Seligmann’s admirable attempt at a study of the history of occultism and its practices, 

The History of Magic and the Occult (1948), would rival that of Grillot de Givry in its scope and 

ambition. Seligmann, like Givry, devoted a section to tarot cards in which he writes: 

No calculation or scientific observation is necessary for the Tarot game. Its entire magic 

theory rests upon the belief that in nature there is no accident – that every happening in 

the universe is caused by a pre-established law. The most insignificant event is subject 

to this fundamental rule: cards mixed at random do not yield haphazard results but a 

suit of figures bound magically to the diviner and the inquirer.43 

It is the clairvoyant aspect of divinatory practice that Seligmann seems to have decided to 

concentrate on in his account of tarot reading. He understands the practice of tarot as ‘a 

prophetic gift’ which manifests itself through a ‘special condition’ recognized as clairvoyancy 

by the occultist and identified as hyperaesthesia by the scientist.44 The important element of 

tarot reading to Seligmann is the stimulation of the imagination in such a way as to promote 

an auto-hypnotic state: 

There are people specially gifted with such prescience or premonition, the born 

diviners. They stimulate their abnormal sensibility in many ways. Gazing at the crystal 

produces an autohypnotic condition; in fact, any glistening or colourful object, when 

stared at for a time, may become equally stimulating to the imagination. … The primary 

function of the Tarot cards seems to be this sort of stimulation. In scrutinizing the vividly 

coloured images, the diviner will provoke a kind of autohypnosis, or if he is less gifted, 
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a concentration of the mind resulting in a profound mental absorption. The Tarot’s 

virtue is thus to induce that psychic or mental state favourable to divination. The striking 

Tarot figures, specially the trumps or major arcane, appeal mysteriously and waken in 

us the images of our subconscious.45 

By associating the visions received by the diviner with images of the subconscious, 

Seligmann gives a surrealist inflection to divination, thus rendering it conducive to surrealist 

practices. Indeed, on reading Seligmann’s description of the act of divination we are struck by 

similarities with the kind of passive-receptive state that Max Ernst would incite via the 

exploration of aleatory techniques such as collage, frottage and decalcomania in order to 

induce a heightening of his hallucinatory faculties (a subconscious interpretative faculty)46 that 

sparked ‘visions’ fed by the mind’s eye; he even began several of his titles with the words 

‘Vision induced by...’.47 

Seligmann was to choose one tarot card from which to carry out a sustained analysis, 

and it was the Bateleur (or Juggler) that proved to be of most interest to him. The same 

character would provide the inspiration behind two major pieces by Victor Brauner in 1947. 

Brauner seems to have conflated the figure of the Juggler with that of the poet in The 

Surrealist.48 The same character was then transposed onto a symbolic portrait of Breton by 

Brauner in Les amoureux, messagers du nombre. For Brauner the Juggler represented the 

archetype of the poet, a master creator of intellectual authority.49 The enigmatic figure of the 

Juggler seems to have made an impression on the surrealists, either intentionally or 

subconsciously, perhaps because he appears to embody the notion of mastery, especially 

through recourse to primal powers, and I wish to conclude by suggesting that for the 

surrealists the tarot and the divinatory arts might well have represented another potential 

means through which to achieve a more direct relationship with nature and the self. 
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The Walking Abyss: Perspectives on Contemporary Czech and 

Slovak Surrealism1
 

Bruno Solarik 

 

As a member of the contemporary Czech and Slovak surrealist group I am surrounded daily by 

surrealist history and collectivity, and yet it is not my aim here to discuss either the history or the 

collective nature of Czech surrealist activity. What I wish to talk about is the question of the 

ideology of surrealism in Czechia and Slovakia today.  I do not know in fact if the word ideology has 

any special connotations in English. In Czech it has. In Czech, when you say ideology, everybody 

gets ready to listen to propaganda. However, I would prefer to speak about ideology in all its 

complexity. The group of Czech and Slovak surrealists always contained a number of well-known 

names within its borders. After tyrsk , Toyen, Medek etc., the most well known member of the 

current group is, of course, Jan vankmajer. I do not wish to promote a personality cult, but 

nonetheless will focus my paper around a discussion of Jan vankmajer, to show that it is not only 

the monsters in his films that are frightening, but also his points of view. He is not the sole focus of 

my paper, however. 

In general, one point is typical of surrealism as a living movement, and has been very often 

latent, even hidden, if you only look at the results of surrealist creativity. The Czech theoreticien of 

surrealism, Vratislav Effenberger, who was an active member of the surrealist movement from the 

end of World War II until his death in 1986, used to warn people who were interested in it about the 

approach of most theorists and historians of art. Effenberger would point out that, in their eyes, 

great surrealist art ought to be separated from sectarian surrealist orthodoxy. As a representative 

of this 'orthodoxy,' I would like to shed some light on this point. The collaborative activity of the 

surrealist movement is, for me, not based on a kind of orthodoxy, rather on a shared conviction that 

human integrity is neither based on isolated ideological action nor on isolated creative expression. 

Creativity and analysis, and desire and protest, that is to say unregulated thought and critical 

consciousness: these mutually contradictory phenomena are continuously understood within their 

analogical and, at the same time, dialectical unity by surrealists. 
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During the opening of one surrealist exhibition, Eva Svankmajerová declared: ‘Now we are 

standing here, and our creativity is hanging on the walls around us. It could also be the opposite! 

We for instance could hang there and our creativity could stand before us. But fortunately 

everything is in order, and we stand here, nature itself.’2 As this rather drastic observation about the 

possibility of an exchange between creator and creation suggests, surrealist creativity does not 

represent art in any normal sense. For surrealism, art is not really the intention but rather the tool, 

the instrument and the device. The intention is the development of the imaginative abilities of the 

human being. As many of you will know, surrealists often take a stand against 'Art.' And yet, on the 

other hand, one of the most well known characteristics of surrealism is the complexity of its 

artworks! Evidently there is a problem here. Surrealists do not necessarily criticise art itself, but 

rather its retreat from any high, magical sense of maintaining life in its integrity. While previously it 

retreated into the role of an ideological and propagandist support tool for ruling societies, it has now 

taken on the role of a form of entertainment. Surrealists emphasise the fact that this retreat has not 

been brought about by chance, but by the logical development of modern consumerist society: a 

society that does not openly dictate this retreat, but implicitly supports it through nonviolent 

pressure. This has forced art today into the exclusive task of filling people’s leisure time, of 

entertaining people, and of bridging the gap between the working processes of yesterday and 

tomorrow. The basic tool for this suppression of the meaning of art in consumerist societies is the 

art trade. We can see that artists willingly defer to the demands of such an art trade – at least since 

Andy Warhol's time. To be more precise, this art trade has been conspicuous since the end of the 

Second World War. It is evident that the capitalist ruling powers learned a lot from that war, 

especially from both the achievements and errors of the propaganda tools used by totalitarian 

empires in unleashing it. After this lesson, capitalist powers vertiginously modernized the 

propagandist tools they used to control society, and the art trade has been one of the basic 

channels of transmission for the nonrepressive, ‘soft’, yet emphatic seepage of social, as well as 

individual, resistance to the ruling economical-political powers. 

The atmosphere in the Czech republic, as you know, has entailed a heightened sense of 

this dynamic of power due to 40 years of Communist oppression and reaction, and so we can use 

this specific example to show how the mechanisms of influence work in general. Many young 

Czech artists who openly disdain their fathers’ generation for collaborating with the communist 
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regime never seem to observe that the market is also ideological – indeed, it is the ideology of 

today’s establishment! And so – as Jan vankmajer has observed – they do not understand that 

when they create a TV advert for Coca-Cola or washing powder, they in fact enter into the same 

kind of collaboration with power as their fathers did when making agitprop in honour of the 

congress of the Communist party in Czechoslovakia. Here, political liberation works very much in 

the same way as the performance of a medieval jester, while the real power, profiting from this kind 

of postmodern clownery, holds its armoured positions more firmly than ever before.  

I apologise for this ideological propaganda. Don't worry, it's over now. To be honest, I 

simply wanted to use this opportunity to show the dialectics of creativity and critical consciousness, 

as I mentioned at the beginning. And so, what about surrealist art? Does it demonstrate surrealist 

political views? No, it does not in fact! The French surrealist poet, Benjamin Péret, emphasized that 

poetic activity cannot enter into any political conflict; it must draw upon its own tools, its own 

cultural influences. When a surrealist painter makes something that looks like agitprop or at least 

like a kind of surrealist advertisement for Coca-Cola, to do so is already to bring about the 

destruction of a specific freedom of human thought and imagination. On this issue, Effenberger 

observed the following:  

A poet in fact is not a representative of what should be, he is not and cannot be a model 

either in his passions, in his liberty or in his hardship. Let him, then, at least be the walking 

abyss, the underground passages in which we can hear real steps. Let him be at least a 

laugh that wakes us up from a dulling sleep, if we are about to meet that which we love and 

which resists being devoured.3  

And so, according to the surrealist point of view, there is a kind of subversive power in the 

imagination. Such a power does not come from any orthodox doctrine, but from the inner necessity 

of a reaction to living antagonisms present in any one life and in any one social situation. It also 

does not matter if such subversion manifests itself visibly, or if it is present in a creation as a lusty 

weather-blown gust of undirected imagination. An authentic poem, as Péret emphasized, 

demonstrates indivisible and active liberty, even if it is not written in a particular political or social 

context. And we can add, moreover, that it is particularly when not used as a propaganda tool, that 

surrealist creativity can help the process of liberating human thought, and to make this thought 

independent of the apparently non-ideological ideology of the market, for instance. 
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Maybe now we can gain a better understanding of surrealist proclamations. The time of 

surrealist support for a Marxist revolution in the Leninist guise of bolshevism has passed. Does it 

mean that the surrealists gave up on the idea of changing the world and life? I think not. To be 

honest I believe the opposite is true. Today, the ideas of the Czech and Slovak surrealists go 

beyond certain political doctrines and debates within the existing conglomeration of positivist 

rationalism and new-ageist irrationality. In fact, surrealists withhold and refuse the principles of 

civilisation as it exists as a whole. As vankmajer says: ‘Repression is not the invention of a 

totalitarian system: it is a tax which mankind pays for civilisation.’4 

The expansion of the surrealist critique of ‘atlantic civilisation’ as a whole was the work of 

Vratislav Effenberger. His critique of contemporary society focused on the question of the 

formalisation of function. According to him: 

The monopolising formalisation of information, education, culture, art, sports, housing, 

transport, hygiene, morals, justice, nourishment, eroticism and sexuality, fashion, and 

public service, in short of all ways in which human life manifests itself, is the inner sign 

of the end of this civilisation, in which form has devoured function.5 

Formalisation is the fundamental target of surrealist critique. And this not only applies to its external 

battles, so to speak, but to the dangers of formalisation inside surrealism itself. We know that every 

movement with a long history must be wary of this danger in order not to give way to petrification. I 

would like to give an example of how surrealists have positioned themselves in order to go beyond 

their own history. The original French surrealists of the 1920s railed against western civilisation 

with their provocative text addressed to the Dalai Lama, in which they wrote: ‘Teach us, Lama, the 

material levitation of bodies, teach us how to free ourselves from the grip of the earth.’6 Sixty-five 

years later, Eva vankmajerová wrote a second letter to the Dalai Lama, in which she stated with 

appalling realism: ‘So you're proposing that we all push our legs behind our necks for fun, so that 

we can radiate an innocent, or even simple-minded joy. You trickster!’7  This arsenal with its power 

to dethrone was then aimed at the world, which Eva vankmajerová held under her hypnotic spell.  

She used a gesture that not only went against civilisation; for a while in fact she sided directly with 

nature against the human, commenting on the destructive power of flooding, from the point of view 

of water: ‘Human beings, for instance, put books in water's way, and dam it up with the modern 
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bastardised architecture we call buildings, as well as with certain second-rate sculptures and the 

living models for them.’8 

Such a far-reaching refusal of anthropocentrism is not just some kind of allegiance to art-for-

art's sake. Far from it. In fact it opens the way for rediscovering a similar conception of reality to 

that on which the thought of aboriginal cultures has always been based. A commentary like this can 

provide an analogy for the surrealist solution to the crisis of civilisation: by returning to the 

atmosphere of the magical societies of prehistoric times. As vankmajer has said:  

To go back to nature! And to do so, mankind would have to give up some of 

civilisation's 'achievements': technology will be for nothing, science again will revert to 

magic, and art will come down from the pedestal of aesthetics and the gilded haunts of 

mass entertainment, and will return to where it originally came from: to practical life, as 

a tool of everyday rituals and the expressive medium of myth.9 

It might be appropriate to cite here the striking statement by a famous interpreter of aboriginal 

thought, Claude Lévi-Strauss, in which he summarised civilisation's progress: ‘The only thing that I 

hope for, is that by the time humans have colonised other planets, vast stretches of our planet will 

have been abandoned and so will return to a savage state.’10  

It was undoubtedly as part of this anti-crusade that in the 1970s vankmajer invented his 

tactile experimentation. According to him: 'in the renaissance of the general impoverishment of 

sensibility in our civilisation, touch must play an important part, because tactilism has not yet been 

abused by the realm of art.’11 Hence his creation of an art appealing to the senses in their original 

state. vankmajer - whose obsession with tactility is evident even in the medium of film, where the 

structures of filmed objects are revealed in detail - believes that things which people often used to 

touch are charged by emotive states of mind, and by the stress or euphoria of such touches. He 

says that his films are in fact listening to the utterances of things that look dead but are not dead. 

vankmajer shows by this that he is serious about questions of aboriginality. Moreover, he accepts 

not just originary forms of perception but also 'primitive' mental dynamics, whose basic function is 

magic. vankmajer believes that magic and art were one in the past, but that art was later 

aestheticised, and that through this aesthetisisation art managed to cut the branch on which it was 

sitting. 
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As an example of how imaginative- and in some sense magical- thinking can enforce itself 

in particular circumstances, we can consider the way in which vankmajer explains the function of 

a surrealist ceramic dish that he created together with his wife: ‘For instance from the shape of a 

plate we can derive many associations. By inference, the process of feeding can be heavily 

erotised or become a cannibalistic-aggressive act, releasing acummulated misanthropic feelings, 

etc.'12 In any case, vankmajer concludes, the process of feeding will become ludic and will no 

longer simply be the process of filling a belly. We can see here that magic does not have any of the 

sense of tightrope display or trickery, rather that it works in a practical, therapeutic way: as a 

function of integral psychology. The inspiration vankmajer derives from the experience of 

aboriginal thinking goes so far as to cast him in the role of a fetishist – in the original meaning of 

the term. He creates real fetishes - in the form of golem-like monsters - which represent a psychical 

asylum against the pogroms of reality. And he enters into contracts with such monsters. However, 

as a surrealist, he has sufficient armoury in store for use against all varieties of non-critical 

apotheosis, and so he concludes: ‘Well, if a fetish does not come up to our expectations, and does 

not adhere to a contract, we can punish it: cut it into pieces, splinter it, burn it, bury it.'13 

With such conviction in the omnipotence of the imagination, based on the satisfying of 

desires that often have an evidently infantile character, we cannot avoid the accusation that it is 

nothing other than perversion. But the surrealist is already prepared to counter this, by demanding 

that the reality principle gives up its throne to the pleasure principle. According to vankmajer, 

these two principles - of reality and of pleasure - 'have the same relationship to each other as a dog 

to a cat, water to fire, repression to liberty.’14 The Czech surrealist writer and psychoanalyst Zbyn k 

Havlí ek asserted that surrealist poetry openly identifies itself with unconscious desires – i.e. with 

the pleasure principle – and so in fact is a form of ‘polymorphous perversion.’ We need to ask 

ourselves, then, whether such perversion is not dangerous for society. We are familiar, for 

example, with the monsters in vankmajer’s films and his natural history mystifications, which 

allegedly pay homage to the practice of the mad Doctor Moreau in H.G. Wells’ famous science 

fiction novel. The hero of The Island of Doctor Moreau – Doctor Moreau himself – asserts: ‘I 

wanted to find the ultimate limits of living form.’ And he was succesful in creating monsters using 

his surgical experience: the horse-rhinocerus, the pig-hyena, and the man-dog, for example. Eva 

vankmajerová, on the other hand, without any hesitation, took man and put him into the position 
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of Botticelli’s Venus in one of her pictures. In another, we can see naked men sitting with well-

dressed women having breakfast on the grass. This is not too far removed from the perverse 

fantasies of the pagan Marquis de Sade, who in his Juliette allowed a man to dress as a woman 

and marry another man dressed as man, and then let the first man dress like man and get married 

to a man dressed as a woman, and let a woman dress as a man, and so on. This Caligulan 

enthronement of ‘new’ relations among people, this connecting of incongruous objects, and this 

deviation from the normal intentions of things and thoughts, is not led by a desire for ‘truth’ (from 

the point of view of the reality principle), but directly by the need to put all human inventions at the 

service of the pleasure principle. In addition, the feeling of being a puppet-master (in fact 

vankmajer was a puppeteer) - the feeling of absolute dominance over the destinies of characters 

which he now manipulates, immediately, without the slow-paced conquering ability of real, ‘normal’ 

power - is also part of this magical activity. vankmajer has openly confessed that the uncontested 

and judgement-resistant nature of the puppet-master's acts has satisfied his necrophilic 

tendencies. 

And so the travesty of perversion leads here even to necrophilia. This is perhaps a step too 

far. But, if we look harder, can we not ask whether contemporary civilisation - against which 

surrealists revolt through a magical and creative rebellion – is affected by a much more dangerous 

perversion? The inadvertent infantilism of this civilisation, obscured by the fog of media 

propaganda, ends – as we know very well – in indiscriminate murderous madness in all corners of 

the globe, and, in fact, few people actually complain about this typically aggressive, seriously 

destructive and bestially triumphant regression. Instead of this, the surrealist creator - proceeding 

via the route of magical and infantile obsessive destruction - reaches a state of dialectical 

regression. The satisfaction achieved by analogy can be seen as merely an illusory satisfaction. 

But in fact this illusory satisfaction frees him from that neurotic need for direct identification with the 

patterns, figures and ideals of civilisation, an identification that feeds into the neverending turnover 

of civilisation's aggressivity. 

And so we have a conflict on our hands, but it is not the kind of conflict we might expect. It 

is not the classical, abstract opposition of normality and perversion. No, thanks to surrealist 

intervention we face a different opposition which runs transversally to this one: between the reality 

principle - with its egoistical irresponsibility - and the pleasure principle, with its will to authentic 
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human integrity. The contradiction between civilisation and barbarity has been resolved by 

surrealists in a way that runs completely contrary to that adopted by the majority of society. Plus 

and minus signs trade places in a significantly 'perverted' way, while barbarity – in its surrealist 

interpretation – has more curt elegance than civilisation, and also demonstrates more accurate 

foresight. So, the curtain lifts: the barbaric gentility of surrealism is not dependent on interpretation, 

does not make any compromises and does not produce any political messages however attractive 

such messages might look. No, do not forget that in fact surrealism is nothing else but the walking 

abyss. 
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Between Paris and Moscow: Sexuality and Politics in Interwar 

Czech Poetry and Film 

Alfred Thomas 

 
Abstract 
 
This essay seeks to place interwar Czech poetry and film in a comparative context by exploring 
its liminal location between and ambiguous debt to the French and Russian avant-garde 
movements of the time. It argues that in addition to embodying a political tension between 
Moscow as its ideological teacher and Paris as its teacher on art, the Czech avant-garde also 
bears witness to a concomitant crisis of sexual identity. Personifying the young Soviet state as 
virile and masculine and French modernist culture as female and feminine, the inability of the 
Czech Left to realize their political goal of transforming society into a socialist utopia is depicted in 
the personal terms of sexual ambiguity and erotic anguish. In the Proletarian phase of Czech 
poetry this incipient sense of crisis is expressed in terms of male impotence and sterility. Although 
in the Poetist phase of the mid 1920s the new-found confidence of the Czech avant-garde 
translates into the imagery of potent female sexuality, by the late 1920s a renewed sense of 
political crisis is expressed in terms of sexual loneliness and death, a process that reaches its 
most acute and poignant expression in the melancholy depiction of Prague in Nezval’s poems 
'Edison' and Prague with Fingers of Rain. 
 
 
In memoriam Karel Bru ák (1913-2004). 
 

According to standard accounts of modern Czech culture, the devastation caused by 

World War I (1914-18) brought an end to the decadent depoliticization of literature. Literature now 

became a vehicle of protest and satire aimed against the conservative forces that had brought the 

conflict into being in the first place. In France Henri Barbusse, in Germany Erich Maria 

Remarque, and in England Siegfried Sassoon directed their moral fury at those leaders and 

members of the European establishment who had allowed the devastation to take place; and 

poets like Wilfried Owen and Georg Trakl eulogized the loss of a whole generation. The inter-war 

generation of European writers and artists was deeply scarred by the spiritual and biological 

consequences of this massive loss of human life and was forced to confront the nightmarish 

question: could the human race destroy itself and cease to exist entirely? This fear had far-

reaching implications for the male imaginary of modernism. The crisis of masculinity is 

characteristic of much modernist literature between the wars. Well-known examples are Virginia 

Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway (1925), Fritz Lang’s Weimar film Metropolis (1926), and Franz 

Kafka’s story 'Brief an den Vater' ('Letter to the Father,' 1919). 
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After 1918 there was a notable shift to the Left by Czech politicians and writers. In part 

this was a reaction to the futility of the Great War and the utopian desire to forge a new, fairer 

society on the ruins of the old Habsburg Empire. The frustration of the younger generation with 

the failure of the new republic to cure all social ills also led many members of the intelligentsia to 

seek solutions to social ills like poverty and unemployment in radical, left-wing politics modelled 

on the example of  Soviet Russia. The creation of the Czechoslovak Communist Party in 1921 

was mirrored in the cultural sphere by the formation of new literary movements like the Brno 

Literary Group and the Prague-based Artistic Union Dev tsil.1 Dev tsil was founded in Prague on 

October 5, 1920. It was the product of a number of student writers at the Café Union in Prague. 

Their first venture had been the journal Orfeus for which they cooperated with more established 

writers such as Josef Hora and Karel apek. After only three issues the journal petered out and 

the young writers decided to branch out on their own. The Literary Group was tepid in its political 

views, but the Dev tsil group was convinced that Communism should determine the nature of 

Czechoslovak society. It drew its inspiration principally from writers such as Vladimir Mayakovsky, 

Demyan Bedny and Anatoly Lunacharsky in Soviet Russia and from the Dadaist movement in the 

West. Its main theorist was Karel Teige (1900-51). Both the Literary Group and Dev tsil made a 

conscious break with the prewar trends in Czech poetry and art. Writers rejected the creed of the 

art-for-art’s sake movement as exemplified by cosmopolitanist Otakar Theer and the political 

program of the right-wing nationalist Viktor Dyk. Like many of their contemporaries in Germany, 

France and Russia, they began to espouse a politically engaged view of art.  

 The principal representative of this new 'proletarian poetry' was the middle-class 

Moravian Ji í Wolker (1900-24). After his premature death from tuberculosis in 1924 the 

Proletarian movement in poetry lost momentum and fellow proletarian poets soon turned away 

from the narrow tendentiousness of their previous verse to embrace the exhiliration of poetism, 

founded by Karel Teige and Vít zslav Nezval in 1924.2 If Wolker was the quintessential 

proletarian poet, Nezval was the bard of poetism with its consciously hedonistic cultivation of 

modern pleasures such as film, radio, and jazz. Rejecting the tendentiousness of Wolker's 

proletarian poetry, poetism was to emulate the intoxicating spirit of everyday life for its own sake 
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as exemplified by Nezval’s long poem 'The Wondrous Magician' (1922). Later Nezval was to turn 

to surrealism, inspired by the French surrealist movement. Yet, as we shall see, all three phases 

of the avant-garde were relatively brief, and ultimately yielded to the dominance of socialist 

realism by the later 1930s. 

 It would seem that the interwar development of Czech culture was characterized by a 

conscious break with prewar subjectivism and individualism in favor of engaged left-wing politics. 

That, at least, is the accepted wisdom. So Alfred French states in his book The Poets of Prague: 

Post-war political creeds put much emphasis upon the solidarity and discipline of the 

group, and in art the problem of the individual's relationship to the mass became an 

important motif. Whereas the artist of the 1890s had stressed his aloofness and shunned 

the vulgar herd, the writer of the twenties tended rather to identify himself with the crowd.3  

A close analysis of Czech interwar culture, however, suggests that the opposition between 

personal and political constructions of identity can never be as straightforward and clear-cut as 

this statement suggests. Just as the decadent poets of the 1890s did not totally repudiate Czech 

national identity but reinvented it to reflect their inner, subjective world, so the avant-garde artists 

of the interwar period found it impossible to distinguish between their private and public selves. 

By offering an analysis of selected avant-garde poetry and cinema I shall argue that Czech 

culture of the interwar era reproduced a familiar tension between the personal and political 

dimensions of selfhood. The way this tension is played out in Czech poetry is as a sexualized and 

gendered struggle between the 'feminine' and 'masculine' polarities of identity. This struggle also 

assumes a cultural form, reflecting the Czech avant-garde’s double allegiance to Moscow as its 

ideological teacher and Paris as its teacher on art.4 Thus the revolutionary fervor of Soviet Russia 

is associated with masculinity while Paris is identified with femininity and female sexuality.  In 

some ways the masculinization of art characteristic of the first phase of the Czech avant-garde- 

proletarian poetry- is reminiscent of high European modernism in general, for example, Ezra 

Pound and Wyndham Lewis’s vorticism, with with its imagery of power and domination.5 But as in 

Anglo-American modernism, contrary instances of male feminine identification can also be found 

in avant-garde Czech poetry, especially in its poetist and surrealist phases. That is not to say, 
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however, that the male identification with the feminine is necessarily positive. Female imagery is 

often ambivalent and even at times downright misogynistic in interwar Czech poetry. Of course, 

this tendency was hardly peculiar to the Czech avant-garde. André Breton’s surrealist novel 

Nadja (1928) is fraught with ambiguities in its characterisation of its eponymous heroine and of 

women in general. These kinds of ambivalencies, needless to say, say more about male than 

about female subjectivity. Underlying the political crisis of the Left is a prevailing crisis of 

masculinity; and this sense of crisis is reflected in the imagery of sterility and castration that 

permeates poems by all the Czech writers concerned, regardless of their affiliations and the way 

their work was subsequently categorised. If men are seen as sexually inadequate, women’s 

sexuality is more often than not depicted as threatening, an emphasis that fully comes to the 

surface in the surrealist phase of the Czech avant-garde. Proceeding largely from the depths of 

subjectivity, such imagery serves to highlight the continuity rather than the differences between 

the three major phases of the Czech avant-garde (proletarian poetry, poetism, and surrealism).  

A highly influential study which was at once symptomatic of the crisis of masculinity, and 

fuelled it in others, was Otto Weininger’s controversial book Geschlecht und Charakter: Eine 

prinzipielle Untersuchung (Sex and Character: An Investigation of Principles, 1903).6 This 

misogynistic and anti-semitic work by a young Viennese Jewish intellectual exemplified the crisis 

of masculinity and the perceived threat of (proto)-feminist activism in Central Europe. Thus the 

crisis of masculinity was hardly a novel phenomenon in European modernist culture; but it 

assumed a new and heightened form after the devastation of the Great War. The poets, 

photographers and filmmakers of the avant-garde were pulled in opposite directions at once: on 

the one hand, they were fascinated and attracted by the potential and excitement of modern 

technology, yet at the same time were anxious about its deleterious consequences for the future 

of humanity. While the Neue Sachlichkeit ('New Objectivity') movement in Weimar Germany, 

futurism in Italy, and constructivism in Russia celebrated the glories of the machine in terms of 

masculine power and strength, certain expressionist currents in interwar Germany explored the 

negative psychological effects of male sexual fears and fantasies: here Fritz Lang’s classic film 

Metropolis, with its destructive vamp-machine and its neurotic male hero, is exemplary. Lang’s 
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film dramatizes a conflict between the utopian optimism of the New Objectivity movement and the 

bleak pessimism of expressionism. In its convoluted and at times incoherent filmic narrative, the 

modernist city becomes a psychological rather than a realistic space where these irreconcilable 

tensions are played out, culminating in the breakdown of the male protagonist. In this essay I 

shall be showing how in interwar Czech poetry and film Prague functions in a similar fashion to 

Lang’s futuristic city as a site of unconscious male fears and fantasies. However, I shall be 

concerned less with the fears of technology in the Czech construction of masculinity (although 

that too will play a part) than the correlation between the crisis of masculinity and the crisis of the 

political Left. Fascinated by the recent revolution in Russia and disappointed by the failure of the 

new Czechoslovak state to create a fairer society, the poets and filmmakers of the Czech avant-

garde represented their enthusiasm for Soviet Russia in terms of youthful energy and masculinity. 

But this cult of masculinity rapidly becomes subject to deep-seated anxieties and inadequacies, 

partly because most of the proletarian poets came from middle-class backgrounds and partly 

because the revolution simply did not materialize in Czechoslovakia. After the demise of 

proletarian poetry the negative preoccupation with masculinity yields to an increasing obsession 

with female eroticism and especially with woman's symbolic function as a commodity fetish. Thus 

in Nezval’s surrealist poems of the 1930s Prague is personified as a woman and depicted as a 

place in which sex and capitalism become deeply implicated in each other. By this time Prague’s 

other has become Paris, the capital of the surrealist movement and the supreme icon of 

modernity.   

 

Proletarian Poetry 

The group of Moravian writers who formed the Literary Group had a more equivocal 

attitude to Communism than Dev tsil but were attracted to the ideal of socialism, even if they 

were not prepared to support violent measures to attain that ideal. Lacking a firm resolve of their 

own, the members of the Literary Group waited for the Prague Dev tsil to be formed in 

September 1921 before holding their own inaugural meeting on October 15, 1921. The journal of 
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their group became Host, named for Wolker’s first collection Host do domu (A Guest into the 

House, 1921).   

The philosophy of the Literary Group expressed a belief in man’s innate goodness and in 

human progress, yet lacked a metaphysical system of values to justify their humanist beliefs and 

inevitably fell back upon conventional Christian themes and images derived from their memories 

of childhood religion. Eclectic by its very nature, the Literary Group was influenced by many 

postwar European strands of humanist thought. In Germany they looked to Alfred Döblin with his 

belief in a new social order; and in postwar France Henri Barbusse, Romain Rolland and the 

iconoclastic tenets of dadaism were powerful influences. Above all their ideas were indebted to 

the French unanimism centered around Jules Romains, René Arcos, Georges Duhamel, Charles 

Vildrac and Luc Durtain. The Literary Group was especially influenced by the unanimists’ belief 

that alone man was nothing but in the collective everything.  

  Wolker's A Guest into the House reveals the special influence of the French unanimist 

poets Vildrac and Duhamel, both of whom visited Prague in 1920, and whose idealistic belief that 

collective love could cure mankind’s social ills is reflected in many of Wolker’s poems written 

around this time. A good example from A Guest into the Home is the poem 'The Mail Box' with its 

charming tone of naïveté and its implicit trust in human love as a force capable of establishing an 

organic and inseparable bond between man and his world. Like the image of pollination at the 

heart of the poem, this love is genderless and sexless: 

The mail box on the corner of the street 

Is not just any old thing. 

It blossoms in blue, 

People respect it a great deal, 

They trust it completely, 

Throwing letters in from two sides, 

One for the sad, the other for the happy. 

The letters are white as pollen 

And wait for trains, boats and people 
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To carry them like bumble-bees and wind 

Where hearts are, 

Red stigmata 

Veiled in rose blossom. 

 

When the letters reach their destination, 

They burst into fruit, 

Bitter or sweet.7 

In the poem entitled 'Things,' inanimate objects like the mail box are invested with a deeply 

spiritual and asexual affinity with human beings, providing an idealistic harmony between man 

and his social environment: 

I love things, silent comrades 

Because everybody treats them 

As if they were not living, 

But they are alive and look at us 

Like faithful dogs with concentrated looks 

And suffer, 

Because nobody speaks to them. 

They are too ashamed to speak first, 

They remain silent and wait, 

And yet 

How they would love to chat! 

That’s why I love things 

And also why I love the whole world.8 

The final poem in the collection A Guest into the House, entitled 'Holy Hill,' marks a 

transition in Wolker’s philosophy from unanimism to a more explicit struggle for social justice. 

About the same time Wolker lost his faith in traditional religion, and he would leave the Roman 

Catholic Church in 1921, the same date his collection of poems was published. After coming to 
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Prague as a student of law in 1919, he had been exposed to greater urban poverty and hardship 

than he had ever witnessed in his native Moravia. He had begun to associate with Prague café 

revolutionaries with whom he founded the short-lived journal Orfeus in Café Union, only three 

issues of which appeared.  A major source of influence on Wolker’s development were Karel 

apek’s translations of modern French poetry (published in 1916).9 This collection included 

translations by Duhamel and Vildrac as well as Apollinaire’s poem 'Zone' (1913) whose influence 

has been discerned in 'Holy Hill' in its stylistic freedom from formal rhythm and syntax and its 

thematic rejection of the old world and its glorification of the new. 

 After the publication of a A Guest into the House the politically galvanized Wolker began 

to repudiate his former work, which he associated with French effeminacy, and began to cultivate 

a tough, masculine persona. In a letter to his fellow-poet Konstantín Biebl he dismissed his earlier 

verse as 'satanic verses full of sodomitical sins and soda water.'10 If this unexpected reference to 

deviant sexuality marks a determined effort to espouse a new kind of objective and 'virile' poetry, 

it also reveals the extent to which Wolker's political posture on behalf of the proletariat was 

suffused with subjective anxieties about his own masculinity and his poor health. He increasingly 

identified the cause of Marxism with his own physical and sexual maturity. In 'Holy Hill,' for 

example, Russia and Lenin become symbols of male courage, health and virility. Having rejected 

the 'sexless metaphysics' of his Brno colleagues, Wolker now identifies his former vitalism with 

old women and his new political radicalism with masculinity: 

The sun is a wild revolutionary, it demolishes the day and reconstructs it over 

night; 

we prefer ruddy maidens to grasping, old widows; 

we will tell each other stories about great Russia and brave Lenin, 

our thoughts are as green and as high as trees in a forest.11 

Wolker’s association of Soviet Russia with youthful virility can be partly explained as a 

reaction against the prevalent view of liberal democracy as ageing and effete. But this 

identification can also be explained with reference to the cult of masculinity in Soviet art and 

propaganda. For example, in Dziga Vertov’s film Man with a Movie Camera (1929), Moscow is 
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identified with masculine power and strength symbolized by the shot of an accelerating train 

entering a tunnel. John Malmstad has even identified a cult of masculinity in the pre-Soviet 

period. In his study of Russian self-portraiture before the Revolution, Malmstad discerns a 

fascination with the masculine pursuits of weight-lifting and wrestling in the work of the artists 

reacting against the perceived effeteness of the symbolist 'World of Art' movement.12 This cult of 

masculinity reached its culmination with the October Revolution of 1917. Yury Olesha’s novel 

Envy (1927) parodies the new 'homo sovieticus' through the figures of Andrei Babichev and his 

protégé, the virile soccer player Volodya Makarov, who envies the machine and wants to achieve 

physical perfection.13 In the 1930s there was a utopian attempt in Soviet Russia to merge gender 

and sexual identities into an undifferentiated androgyny, as can be seen in El Lissitzky’s German 

exhibition poster of the fused faces of a Komsomol boy and girl (1932). This was, however, a later 

aspiration to transform an already established socialist society into a perfect communist state. In 

Czechoslovakia, where socialism was still an unrealized dream in the 1920s, the prevailing model 

of left-wing political identity remained unequivocally masculine.  

 Characteristic of this desire to strip away all vestiges of French-associated femininity, 

Wolker’s next (and last) volume of verse- The Heavy Hour (1922)- repudiated the influence of 

Apollinaire and French poetry altogether. Yet for all its sense of political resolve, The Heavy Hour 

strikes an overall melancholy, even fatalistic, tone and continues to be pervaded by the subjective 

anxieties about sexual potency and ill health already apparent in 'Holy Hill.' The introductory 

poem is particularly revealing on account of the funereal metaphor used to convey the end of 

Wolker’s youthful dreams: 'Today is my heavy hour/My youthful heart has died and alone I carry it 

out in its coffin.'14 The poet’s earlier trust in the innate bond forged by love between man and the 

external world has seemingly suffered a devastating blow. Now he needs the reassurance that 

'the lover’s letter, the lamp, a friend’s book/ things born of love, light and faith' will remain 

steadfast and true. The overall feeling evoked by the poem is one of disenchantment with 

material things and the loss of the simple Catholic faith the poet enjoyed as a boy. But neither has 

the poet succeeded in achieving the masculinity for which he yearns: 'I still do not have a man’s 

heart,/I am alone at the heavy hour;/And therefore I do not believe.'15 
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In spite of the tone of subjective hopelessness evoked by the opening poem, this 

collection represents the apotheosis of Wolker as the major proletarian poet of Czech literature. 

The mawkish sentimentality of the earlier work is much less in evidence. Many of Wolker’s new 

poems possess a hard, decisive edge and an impassioned political message. With this new 

collection Wolker repudiated the influence of Apollinaire and French poetry in favour of the 

realism of the nineteenth-century Czech writers Karel Jaromír Erben and Jan Neruda. In a letter 

to his friend, A. M. Pí a, dated February 21, 1921, Wolker paves the way for his new creed: 

In my view Erben is closer to proletarian and modern art altogether than all those 

gadfly-like young Frenchmen who in my opinion are ingrained subjectivists, 

literary salon wits and incomprehensible in a refined and sentimental kind of 

way.16 

In spite of his elaborate disclaimers, Wolker was unable to shed completely his debt to 

French and modernist literature. In fact the more he displayed his proletarian sympathies and 

asserted himself as a poet of the ordinary man, the more his bourgeois origins seemed to get in 

the way. The fact was that Wolker had remained a bourgeois idealist, but instead of expressing 

his idealism in the vitalist terms of universal love between men, he now channelled it into the 

cause of the working-class. Characteristic of these sustained tensions within Wolker’s poetry are 

three ballads from The Heavy Hour: 'The Ballad of the Unborn Child,' 'The Ballad of the Dream,' 

and 'The Ballad of the Stoker’s Eyes.'  In all these ballads we can discern sublimated sexual 

imagery which undermines rather than reinforces the poet’s masculine persona. In 'The Ballad of 

the Unborn Child'- about a working-glass girl who becomes pregnant with her lover’s child and is 

forced to get a back-street abortion- sex between the girl and the boy is seen in the displaced 

terms of male castration rather than penetration:  

Love is woman and a man, 

Love is bread and a knife. 

I have cut you open, my love, 

Blood flows through my hands from the white loaf.17 
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Not only is the image emblematic of masculinity in crisis, it also reifies the girl’s body as a 

commodity item (a loaf of bread). After she has undergone an abortion, the girl refers to herself 

as a 'wound': 

            Give me your hand my love, 

While we walk down the steps. 

I am no longer brave and shall weep 

That from all the riches 

Have remained only a bottle of eumenol, 

That I am only a wound 

Embraced by the dead hands of a child.18 

The notion of a wound underscores the preceding male anxiety about castration. The reference to 

a dead child also evokes postbellum fears of sterility created by the threat of technology to the 

survival of the human race. In his poem 'Grodek' the German expressionist poet Georg Trakl was 

similarly haunted by the prospect of humanity’s violent self-destruction:  

            And the dark flutes of autumn keep playing softly in the reeds. 

O prouder grief. You, brass altars, 

Today the hot flame of the spirit is fed by a more violent pain- 

The grandsons yet unborn.19  

In Wolker's poem, the girl’s grave-like womb- now articulated through her own voice rather than 

that of her lover- becomes the displaced embodiment of this male-centered anxiety about the 

gradual extinction of the human race, signalled, as in Trakl’s poem, by the seasonal motif of 

autumn: 

I am not a woman, 

I am a grave. 

Two eyes stand on it like two candles 

Burning in the autumn for the souls of little ones. 

No one will pray over my body.20 
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Wolker’s sexual anxieties also correlate with political doubts about his working-class credentials. 

His middle-class origins remain to haunt him as a source of social guilt and sexual self-disgust. 

These anxieties colour the language of the ballad, distorting it as a poem of social protest. In fact, 

the ballad tells us far more about Wolker's subjective state of mind than it does about the actual 

social conditions of the working-class: legal abortion, for example, was universally available in 

Czechoslovakia in the early 1920s. The doctor's reference to 'broken things' in the following lines 

of the ballad recalls Wolker's earlier idealistic belief in the curative bond between man and his 

physical environment evinced by the poems 'Mail Box' and 'Things' as well as his residual 

nostalgia for such innocence. And the doctor’s line 'I don’t know how to cure women' 

ventroliquizes the male poet’s fears about his health and fears of impending death: 

The doctor’s hands breathed carbolic soap 

And his words were cold as ice:  

 'I don’t know how to cure women;  

I can only mend broken things.'
18

 

 In 'The Ballad of the Dream,' Wolker appears to strike a more optimistic tone when the 

workers Jan and Marie resolve to realize their dream of a classless society and, in the final lines 

of the poem, arm themselves with hammers and swords in the fight for the Revolution. Yet in 

spite of its resolute ending, this poem also betrays a sense of melancholy fatalism in deploying 

the subjective imagery of male castration symbolized by Jan's wounded and scarred eyes. The 

Freudian association of blindness with male castration is more fully developed in 'The Ballad of 

the Stoker’s Eyes,' in which the alienation of the proletariat from society is personified by the 

plight of the worker Antonín who has labored for twenty-five years by stoking coal to generate 

electricity. In the course of that time he has begun to lose his eyesight as a consequence of his 

terrible working conditions. As in the previous poems, the harmony between man and nature has 

been ruptured by ruthless capitalism. Every time Antonín stokes the oven with coal to provide the 

city with electrical power, he sacrifices a 'piece of his eyes.' What is striking about this ballad is 

the way in which the socialist affirmation of technology as a positive means of transforming the 

conditions of modern life is undermined by the personal imagery of growing blindness. Far from 
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being a celebration of socialist optimism, the poem demonstrates the opposite: the impotence of 

the working class in the face of unrestrained capitalism. In distinction to Vertov’s Moscow,  

pulsating with male energy, Wolker’s Prague is a city in which masculinity- embodied by the 

stoker- is weakened and ultimately emasculated by technology:  

           With each piece of coal he throws in a bit of his eyes, 

And these eyes bright and blue as flowers, 

Float through the wires over the cities, 

The cafés, theatres, above all the family table 

And create a joyous light.21 
 

Addressing his fellow power-station workers, Antonín tells them that his wife now weeps when 

she looks at him and says that he is cursed. In contrast, when the couple first walked down the 

church aisle together, his eyes were big and beautiful: 

'When she went with me to the altar, 

They were two big and beautiful loaves, 

But now only two crumbs remain 

On my face as on an empty plate.'22 

What is curious about the lines that follow in this poem is how Antonín’s alienated labour is 

seen in terms of his alienated relationship with his wife. Here the image of the oven ('pec') draws 

upon an ancient metaphor of the oven as a symbol of the female genitalia.23 A Freudian 

counterpoint to the female-connoted oven is Antonín’s phallic spade which- heavier with his 

increasing age and growing infirmity- is unable to perform its function effectively: 

But Anthony once more, as twenty-five years before, 

Only opens the oven with a heavier spade. 

It is always difficult to understand a woman, 

She has another truth yet truthful nonetheless.24 

The correlation between sex and labour implicit in these lines culminates in the stark image of a 

'flaming knife' whereby the female genitalia, associated with the oven and the furnace, become 

the instrument of male castration. What began as an ostensible celebration of Soviet 
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constructivist principles- the transformation of modern life by technology and labour- ends as an 

expressionist articulation of abject masculinity: 

At that moment Anthony, the calloused stoker, 

Recognized the twenty-five years at the stove and the shovel, 

In which a flaming knife was cutting his eyes, 

And having recognized that it suffices a man to die like a man, 

Began to shout across the entire night and the entire world: 

           'Comrades, electrical workers, 

I am blind—I cannot see.'25 

Like the Literary Group, the members of Dev tsil could not break away entirely from the 

subjective legacy of nineteenth-century poetry in spite of their espousal of radical, left-wing 

politics. Jaroslav Seifert’s first collection of poetry Town in Tears (1921) is particularly striking on 

account of the continuity it displays between personal and political sentiments. In 'The Monologue 

of the Handless Soldier,' political protest is expressed through the personal experience of a 

soldier maimed in the Great War. As in Wolker’s ballads, an imagery of impotence and frustration 

replaces sentiments of working-class strength and optimism. In fact, the lyrical language of 

Christian resurrection implicit in the opening stanza is entirely at variance with the conventional 

language of  a political protest poem: 

Two days I slept in the cold grave, 

But on the third  

I rose again gloriously from the dead, 

my face like lightning, 

my garment like fallen snow, 

I lay naked on the pillow 

and the sun, 

the sun above my head 

was my halo...26 
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The young man’s initial hopefulness evaporates when he realizes that without his hands 

he cannot embrace a pretty girl’s waist. This handicap also prevents him from taking part in a 

demonstration against the police. Here sexual inadequacy and political impotence dovetail in a 

poignant anti-war poem: 

Only then did I regret for the first time, 

my hands, my little hands, 

that you had once been taken away from me 

by a fiery grenade.27 

Politics and sexuality are equally intertwined in the poem 'Sinful City' from the same collection, 

but here the tone is quite different, optimistic and celebratory rather than fatalistic and despairing. 

Initially, the Old Testament theme of divine revenge for human sin (the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah) is invoked to express revolutionary indignation against the excesses of capitalism. 

But, in the final couplet of the poem, political anger is unexpectedly tempered by the redemptive 

love of a courting couple in the city park: 

The city, 

The city of factory owners, rich men and coarse boxers,  

The city of inventors and of engineers, 

The city of generals, shopkeepers and patriotic poets 

With its black sins has transgressed the limits of God’s wrath: 

And God was enraged; 

A hundred times he had threatened vengeance on that town, 

A rain of sulphur, fire and thunderbolts, 

And a hundred times he had forgiven it. 

For he always remembered what once he had promised 

That even for two just men he would not destroy his city, 

And it would be hard for God not to keep his word: 

 

Just then two lovers walked through the spring garden, 
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Breathing in the scent of a flowering hawthorn bush.28 

In spite of his apparent commitment to the Communist Revolution, the language and sensibility of 

Seifert's first collection of poems is deeply suffused with the sensibility of late nineteenth-century 

symbolism and decadence. In the poem 'Revolution,' for example, the rebellious proletarians 

compare themselves in their struggle against their capitalist masters with the turn-of-the-century 

homosexual renegade Oscar Wilde in his defiance of British moral hypocrisy: 'Ardent,/ in the 

midst of life,/we stand like Wilde before his judges.'29 

The intermingling of sexual desire and political frustration is also apparent in Seifert’s 

next collection of verse Nothing but Love (1923). But in distinction to the poems considered so 

far, an alternative perspective is provided by the hedonistic allure of the modern city.  Now the 

city is no longer identified with abject masculinity but with potent femininity. In the opening poem, 

'The Electric Lyre,' the everyday pleasures of modern technology (cinema, sport, modern 

American architecture) are personified by the poet’s female-associated muse invoked to guide 

and strengthen the feeble poet: 

            Muse, my modern muse of today, 

who with a timid motion at eight in the evening unveils 

the red curtain on the white screen of the cinema, 

come to me today, the creative hour is heavy; 

 

Muse, you who soar in amazing haste 

over the helmet of the cyclist, who at a sprung pace 

sweeps boldly along the stadium’s track. 

 

Muse, who guides the hand of the engineer, 

as he draws a plan of an American skyscraper, 

come to me today, my strength is waning 

and I take hold of my pen with fear...30 
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The signature poem of the collection Nothing but Love is 'Paris.' The poem opens with a 

sad evocation of Prague as a joyless provinical town where the police snoop with their flash-

lamps upon courting couples in the park. The alienated conditions of the Prague working-class 

are contrasted with the Rousseau-esque joys of the 'natural man' in Africa and the sexual 

pleasures of the city on the Seine. After painting a melancholy picture of provincial Prague, the 

setting switches to the Africa of the poet’s imagination. Then, half way through the poem, the 

setting shifts again, unexpectedly, to female-connoted Paris:  

There are beautiful actresses and famous detectives, 

naked dancers dance in a suburban variété, 

and the perfume of their lace confounds your reason with love, 

for Paris is seductive and one cannot get over her.31 

For Seifert, Paris (a city he had never visited) becomes the embodiment of all things 

modern and appealing, including the popular entertainment of American cinema: 

Of all the poets there I greatly respect Ivan Goll, 

For he, like me, likes going to the cinema, 

And considers the saddest person to be Charlie Chaplin.32 

In spite of his proletarian identification with the cause of revolution and Soviet Russia, 

Seifert was by the early 1920s more enamoured of Paris than Moscow. By 1922 the proletarian 

phase of Czech literature had lost momentum. The Czech workers had not risen in revolutionary 

revolt against the capitalist order and there was 

general disenchantment among the 

proletarian poets.  
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Fig. 1: Vít zslav Nezval, 1924.                              

 

Poetism 

The turning-point in Czech literature was provided by Vít zslav Nezval (1900-58), who 

joined Dev tsil in April 1922 (fig. 1). The crucial experience for Nezval, who had arrived two years 

earlier from his native Moravia, was a student meeting in Prague at which Seifert read a paper 

entitled 'The New Proletarian Art,' an essay written by Teige in the spring of 1922. It proposed 

that the artist should bridge the gulf between art and the working class by turning to modern 

popular western culture. In his autobiography, Nezval describes the invigorating experience of 

hearing this lecture.33 The next day he sought out Teige in order to show him his long poem 'The 

Wondrous Magician' which he regarded as an exact expression of the tenets of Teige’s theory.  

The Dev tsil attachment to popular western culture like jazz and film brought the 

movement into conflict with the Czechoslovak Communist Party for whom it smacked too much of 

a reversion to western bourgeois influences. In fact Dev tsil failed to interest the proletariat in 

their work and supplant the popularity of traditional art forms. The writers themselves came 

mostly from the middle-class and turned to Communism on personal subjective grounds. They 

developed a new form of social mysticism in which a future society would be based on love. For 

them the Communist revolution was an engaging idea, which stimulated the imagination. It was 

above all based on ethical grounds and in this sense betrayed its attachment to the social values 
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of the past. At the same time it could never quite shake itself free of a fascination with capitalist 

hedonism and western technology. Amidst essays and poems extolling the proletariat, the first 

major collective work of Dev tsil (1922)- entitled The Revolutionary Anthology of Dev tsil - 

included images of up-to-date motorcars, hardly commodity items that the working-class could 

afford.34 

The Revolutionary Anthology of Dev tsil consisted of an eclectic mix of articles, poems 

and short stories, including Seifert’s poem 'Paris,' Wolker’s 'The Ballad of the Stoker’s Eyes,' 

Nezval’s 'The Wondrous Magician,' and an essay by Teige with the title 'Art Today and 

Tomorrow,' which sought to sum up the preceding contributions.35 The Revolutionary Anthology 

paved the way for a new direction in Czech literature: in July 1924 Teige published his manifesto 

of poetism. In it he moved away from the belief that art was merely an instrument of political 

change and widened the scope of the group to encompass the whole of modern life. In Teige’s 

view individual freedom was identified with collective freedom, and personal happiness with social 

happiness. If Teige was the chief theorist of poetism, Nezval was its main practitioner. In his 

collection Pantomime (1924, fig. 2), he defined a poetist poem as a 'miraculous bird, a parrot on a 

motorcycle.'36 A new vision of language was the key to poetism. In order to achieve this new 

vision, images had to be liberated from the bonds of convention through the replacement of logic 

by the free play of associations and images. Nezval stated his own version of the poetist creed in 

the following way: 

When words were new, they shone next to one another in their unremitting, 

inherent intensity. But soon, through their frequent use, phraseology was 

created. No-one imagines in an everyday greeting the lips on the white hand of a 

woman. It was necessary to dislocate this phrase if I was to evoke its original 

sense. 

Logic is precisely that which makes shining words into phrases. 

Logically, the glass belongs to the table, the star to the skies, and the door to the 

stairs. That is why we do not see them. It is necessary to place the star on the 

table, the glass near the piano and the angels, the door next to the ocean. Our 
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aim was to unveil reality, to give reality the shining form it had on the first day of 

existence. If I did this at the expense of logic, it was an attempt at heightened 

realism.37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Nezval, Pantomima, 1924, cover design by J. tyrsk . 

 

Nezval's emphasis on a juxtaposition of unfamiliar things represented nothing less than 

an attempt to reinvest through a new language the harmonious relationship between human 

beings and their environment, which Wolker had celebrated in his early poem 'Things.' In the later 

poetry of Wolker, this relationship had broken down because of the alienating effects of 

modernity; ruthless industrialism and total war having sundered the organic bonds between man 

and the natural world. For Nezval and Teige, poetism was intended to reconstruct an idealistic 

bridge between the human subject and the external, social world. Poetist language aspired to 

restore the mythic harmony between man and his environment not by turning to the real world as 

such but by exploiting the imaginative resources of the unconscious. If the disastrous 

consequences of modern technology had driven a deep wedge between man and society, the 
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new language was intended to repair that rupture and restore the freedom of the individual. 

Hence the aims of poetism were as political as those of proletarian poetry- to ensure man’s 

freedom- but its methods were different. Political freedom was to be achieved through the 

subjective imagination, and through personal interaction with reality as a necessary prelude to the 

wholesale transformation of society. In this sense proletarian poetry and poetism were not at 

variance with each other’s interests but were dialectically intertwined and aimed toward the same 

idealistic resolution. 

Poetism had an enormous impact on the development of Czech modernism, an influence 

reflected not only in Czech poetry but also in the collage and montage techniques of Czech 

painting, photography and film. Indebted to Guillaume Apollinaire's interest in cubism and the 

dynamic relationship he established between the visual arts and poems- especially his innovatory 

use of typography to make calligrammes and postcard-poems sent from the Front- poetism in 

turn influenced Seifert's On the Wireless Waves (1925), Nezval's Poems on Postcards (1926, fig. 

3) and his ABC (1926) with its incorporation of photography into the aesthetic framework of the 

whole composition. The artistic confidence and social optimism of poetism are reflected in the 

bold imagery of female sexuality and the female body in the visual and literary experimentation of 

the time. Typical of this continuity between political optimism and sexual hedonism are the 

photographs of the female dancer and acrobat Mil a Mayerová in Nezval's ABC. Notable also are 

the advertisement photographs of Jaroslav Rössler from the late 1920s and early 1930s in which 

images of the female body are juxtaposed with commodity items such as perfume, toothpaste 

and washing powder. Seifert’s poetry of the early 1920s is also typical of this congruence 

between social optimism and sexual hedonism, as exemplified by the charming picture-poem 

'Abacus' from the collection Honeymoon in which the beads on an abacus frame figure as the 

breasts of the beloved: 

Your breast 

is like an apple from Australia. 

Your breasts 

are like two apples from Australia. 
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How I like this abacus of love!38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Nezval, Poems on Postcards, 1926, design by K. Teige. 

 

For all its exciting innovations, poetism, like proletarian poetry, was ultimately an 

ephemeral phenomenon in the overall development of modern Czech literature. The main 

problem was that it wanted to go in two opposite directions at once- political and personal. Teige 

proclaimed Marxist historical materialism; yet at the same time his aesthetics were personal and 

anti-realist, an offshoot of the Romantic and French symbolist traditions which Czech literature 

had adopted in the nineteenth century. Thus there was an ever-widening discrepancy in the 

poetist movement between theory and practice. This attempted marriage of personal and 

engaged art is most successfully exemplified in Nezval’s Pantomime in which revolution is not 

violent in nature but treated as an exciting adventure. 
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Fig. 4: Jaroslav Seifert, The Nightingale Sings Out of Tune, 1926, cover design by tyrsk  and 

Toyen. 

 

 By 1925 Nezval wanted to free himself from the constraints of dogma imposed by Teige. 

He was not alone. Increasing disenchantment with Teige’s dogmatism is reflected in Biebl’s poem 

'The Break' ('Zlom,' 1925) and Seifert’s verse collection On the Wireless Waves with its 

attachment to western technology, lyrical individualism, and sexual hedonism. Seifert's poems 

from the mid to late 1920s are especially indicative of a reaction against Teige’s tendentiousness. 

The highpoint of disillusionment with Teige's dogmatism came in Seifert’s aptly named next 

collection The Nightingale Sings Out of Tune (1926). It was dedicated to Jean Cocteau (from 

whom the title of the collection was borrowed), with a cover design by tyrsk  and Toyen (fig. 4). 

The abstract, non-representational nature of this cover signals a movement away from an attempt 

to forge an objective socially-committed poetry to a more subjective an introspective focus on the 

eternal themes of sex, death and decay. As the prospect of revolution in Czechoslovakia 

receded, the work of Dev tsil became ever more elegiac and wistful. Whereas in Wolker's 'Holy 

Hill,' Lenin and the Revolution had been equated with sexual virility and the forces of nature, in 
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Seifert's poem 'Lenin' from The Nightingale Sings out of Tune, the leader of the Revolution is now 

feeble and close to death:    

In a chaise longue 

Already seriously ill and old, 

Like a frail shadow and an old tree 

Lenin reposed.39 

For the proletarian poets, Soviet Russia and its leader had conjured forth images of 

masculine vigour and strength; now, in contrast to the optimistic technological vision of the future 

identified with Paris, Seifert’s evocation of Moscow is replete with imagery of the past and the 

decrepitude of the old feudal order. In spite of losing his main followers, Teige continued to regard 

Soviet constructivism as the basis for modern art. He even issued a second manifesto of poetism 

in 1928 in an attempt to reassert his control over the movement. But the momentum had already 

been lost. By the late 1920s a darker, less vigorous tone was emerging in the poetry of Seifert 

and Nezval. In Seifert‘s collection The Carrier Pigeon (1929), published four years after The 

Nightingale Sings out of Tune, the youthful joie de vivre of poetism had given way to a 

predominant imagery of sexual frustration and emotional disenchantment. In the poem 'Wedding 

Song,' the refrain 'How nice it is/ when someone gets married' at the end of the first two verses 

changes to the regretful 'How sad it is/ when someone gets married' at the end of the third and 

fourth. No sooner has the wedding taken place, than its freshness seems to have worn off: 

The bouquet has withered 

and falls apart, 

how sad it is 

when someone gets married. 

 

           The fan has closed, 

kissing turns bitter; 

how sad it is 

when someone gets married.40 
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The year this poem was published, 1929, was the same year in which Seifert left the 

Communist Party and definitively rejected Teige’s aesthetic and ideological influence. It is difficult 

not to read these expressions of rapid disenchantment with marriage as a veiled statement about 

Seifert’s short-lived, if intense, involvement in the poetist movement and the Communist Party.  A 

similar tone of valediction and loss informs many of the poems in the same collection. In the 

poem 'Wet Picture' the personification of Prague as a group of beautiful girls becomes tinged with 

the elegiacal sadness of emotional farewells: 

Those beautiful days 

            When the city resembles a die, a fan, and a bird song 

Or a scallop shell on the seashore 

- goodbye, goodbye, pretty girls, 

we met today 

and will never meet again.41 

By the end of the poem, the loveliness of female beauty has yielded to ugliness, decrepitude and 

death glimpsed in the skull-like bare knees of the thin girls in the bar. In the companion piece to 

'Wet Picture,' 'Prague,' we find an even gloomier correlation between eros and thanatos.
 
Already 

anticipating Surrealism, this enigmatic poem provides a quasi-baroque meditation on the futility of 

human desire. But its most startling quality is its sublimated imagery of sexual castration. In the 

opening stanza, Prague is evoked as a 'gothic cactus,' an image at once powerfully suggestive of 

the prickly spire of St Vitus Cathedral and the frustrated male libido.42 The skull imagery which 

ended the previous poem recurs here in the phrase 'with royal skulls' ('královsk mi lebkami'), 

which links the previous phallic image of the cactus with the fear of death and extinction. The 

sexual imagery continues in the next stanza with the autoerotic line 'cannon-balls like seeds of 

wars/were scattered by the wind.'43 The theme of castration is underscored later in the poem with 

the image of blindness- 'the telescopes have gone blind from the horror of the universe/and death 

has drunk the fantastic eyes of astrologers,' which recalls the castration image of blindness in 

Wolker’s 'Ballad of the Stoker's Eyes.'44 
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Similar in tone to Seifert's Carrier Pigeon is Nezval’s poem 'Edison' (1927), which may be 

said to mark an important point of transition from poetism to surrealism exemplified by the 

collections Prague with Fingers of Rain (1936) and The Absolute Gravedigger (1937). 'Edison' 

belongs to the collection Poems of the Night, a series of separate poems written between 1921 

and 1929 with the overall theme of night and death. It signals a departure from the life-affirming 

exuberance of Nezval's earlier poetism toward a more melancholy and introspective meditation 

on the theme of sexual loneliness and the creative battle against oblivion and death. The 

eponymous hero of the poem is the famous American inventor and entrepreneur Thomas Edison. 

The choice of Edison as the hero of this dark, introspective poem is not as surprising as might at 

first seem the case. In the late nineteenth-century Edison had already become a modernist icon, 

embodying the split between the New World mass celebrity culture and the dandyesque 

European ideal of the remote and lonely genius. Edison is the ambiguous protagonist of Villiers 

de l’Isle-Adam’s novel L’Eve nouvelle (The New Eve, 1876), 'the embodiment of America’s recent 

grand-scale technological advances, but also a refined European spirit.'45 This dichotomy is also 

apparent in Nezval’s poem, but it assumes a somewhat different form in reflecting the Czech 

avant-garde’s conflicted allegiance to both Soviet constructivism and French aesthetics. For 

Nezval, as for Seifert, America is intimately associated with modernity and technology- with 

cinema, skyscrapers, motorcars and aeroplanes. In this capacity Edison emerges as a dynamic 

hero of the new age akin to the 'homo sovieticus.' But such exuberance coexists with a profound 

sense of melancholy. Here Edison is the personification of the lonely Baudelairean flâneur, the 

poète maudit of modern city life. Mediating ambiguously between the Old and New World, the 

poem opens with a description of a solitary gambler's nocturnal return from a casino. The notion 

of the game ('hra') in the first canto suggests the world of casual sex and prostitution. But this is 

no longer a city of hedonistic excitement- as in Seifert’s 'Paris'-  but a melancholy urban 

landscape of sexual loneliness and alienation: 

Our lives are as mournful as a lament 

Once toward evening a young gambler left a casino 

Outside it was snowing over the monstrances of bars 
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The air was moist since spring was approaching 

Although the night trembled like the prairie 

Under the blows of stellar artillery 

Listened to by drinkers at tables soiled with drink 

Over glasses of alcohol 

Topless women in boas made of peacock feathers 

Melancholics of late afternoon 

 

There was something here heavy and oppressive  

Sadness anguish and anxiety of life and death46 

The split between the New and Old World, the intrepid American inventor and the melancholy 

European poet can be understood in terms of the crisis of Central European democracy and the 

Czechoslovak Left’s double allegiance to French aesthetics and Soviet ideology.  Like the French 

surrealists, the Czech avant-gardists entertained a great ambivalence toward America. On the 

one hand, they appreciated the popular culture it produced, principally, cinema, because of its 

undoubted appeal to the proletariat. On the other hand, they were critical of its reputation as the 

ruthless engine of capitalism. Karel apek’s play R.U.R. (1920), which introduced the word robot 

to the languages of the world, is set on an island, far from Europe, that appears to resemble 

America.47 In 'Edison' this ambivalence is reflected in the ambiguous character of the titular hero, 

who mediates between action and contemplation, burning ambition and melancholy fatalism. As 

the poem progresses, this split in the poet’s identity translates into the personalized language of 

doubling and sexual ambiguity. When the narrator meets his suicidal shadow at midnight on the 

bridge in Prague, he takes him home where the latter disappears into thin air. The mysterious 

atmosphere of this scene, which recalls Dostoevsky’s early St. Petersburg novel The Double 

(1848), is charged with homoerotic doubling. The Romantic motif of the doppelgänger also figures 

in Alexandr Hackenschmied's short film Aimless Walk (1930). An anonymous man takes a tram 

through the streets of Prague to the terminus in the outskirts of the city where he goes on an 

aimless walk. When he arrives at his destination he lies down and starts to smoke a cigarette. As 
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he gets up to return home, he splits into two people, one taking the tram home, the other 

remaining behind in the periphery.
 
This double motif mirrors an overall artistic split in the identity 

of the avant-garde artist: to what extent does the film assert the principle of art for art's sake 

(embodied in the flâneur motif) and to what extent is it a politically engaged art suggested by the 

background images of factory chimneys? As one critic has pointed out, the objectivist ideals of 

the film are undermined by the subjective and individual vision inherent in its imagery of splitting 

and reflections in water and shadow.48 
But are these ideals really 'objective'? In the city outskirts 

the emphasis is placed on the physical labor of the urban proletariat such as the shot of a factory 

chimney churning out thick industrial smoke and a worker shovelling piles of coal dust. In the shot 

of the aimless walker lying on the grass the vertical movement of the factory smoke replicates the 

rising smoke from the supine stroller’s cigarette, as if we were being invited to compare the 

leisure of the bourgeoisie with the labour of the urban proletariat. This juxtaposition is reinforced 

by the alternating shots of the sleeping stroller and a sleeping worker, his grimy boots placed 

poignantly by his side. Such editing should not be seen as neutral or 'objective' but as expressing 

a political commentary on the working conditions of the proletariat.  Yet there are also 

undoubtedly subjective moments in the film such as the sequences in the tramcar at the 

beginning where the hand-held camera assumes the perspective of the protagonist as he looks 

out and jumps from the moving vehicle.  Complementing this subjective/objective tension, there is 

also an ideological ambiguity in the film. When the stroller divides into two people- one remaining 

on the grass in the working-class outskirts, the other returning to the city-  the bifurcation appears 

to illustrate the avant-garde artist’s conflicted allegiance to the working-class and to the capitalist 

pleasures of modern urban life. 

 Another film of Czech modernism in which left-wing politics and capitalist hedonism 

appear to conflict is Ecstasy (1933) directed by Gustav Machat . Between 1929 and 1933 

Machat  made a trio of films all linked by the theme of sexual passion: Erotikon (1929, silent), 

From Saturday to Sunday (1931, the first Czech sound film) and Ecstasy. The third film achieved 

instant notoriety at home and abroad on account of a fifteen-minute sequence of nudity. The film 

starred the young actress Maria Kiesler whose controversial nude appearance turned her into an 
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overnight Hollywood star under the name Hedy Lamarr. The movie caused a  scandal upon its 

release. Pope Pius XII censured it and Hollywood was full of gossip about it. The ban on showing 

the film in the USA was lifted as late as 1940.  

 The plot is ostensibly straightforward: a young bride named Eva (played by Hedy Lamarr) 

is frustrated by her marriage to an older, impotent man. When she meets the virile manager of a 

construction site, her repressed sexuality is suddenly awakened. She petitions for divorce from 

her husband. But when the latter finds out about his wife’s affair, he tries to kill himself and her 

lover in a car accident, yet loses his nerve at the last moment. Eventually he takes his own life as 

the couple are celebrating their engagement. Stricken by remorse and grief, Eva abandons her 

lover. The film ends with the latter back at the construction site, sadly imagining unrealized 

married life with Eva and her new-born baby. 

 This narrative of an illicit love affair between a middle-class woman and a working man is 

familiar enough from D. H. Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which only three years 

earlier in 1930 had been the subject of a controversial obscenity trial in England. Like the poems 

we have examined so far, the film appears to be split between western aestheticism and Soviet 

ideology. Stylistically, it has a polished, Hollywood look, especially in those scenes which focus 

on Hedy Lamarr’s beauty and glamour. But the film also reveals its socialist credentials in the 

figure of the virile lover who is reminiscent both of the Lawrencian hero and the new Soviet man. 

Indeed the final sequence of the film is clearly indebted to Eisenstein’s celebrations of working-

class labour. Seen in the context of the left-wing avant-garde, the virile hero of Ecstasy becomes 

the embodiment not simply of a masculine ideal but also of a political vision: the realization of a 

new socialist society. Conversely, the middle-class husband is not merely the personification of 

masculinity in crisis- by this time hardly a novel theme in European modernism- but a symbol of 

the degeneracy of bourgeois democracy itself. Even on a stylistic level, the hyper-realist, at times 

almost expressionist, close-up shots of the distraught husband set him apart from the more heroic 

and detached half or full-body shots of his wife's lover.  

 If there is an obviously constructed opposition in the film’s portrayal of masculinity, its 

treatment of femininity is no less contingent on tensions within the film’s political ideology. On one 
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level, female nudity is equated with nature and in this spirit is celebrated as an integral feature of 

the film’s socialist message. The famous scene in which Hedy Lamarr swims naked in the lake 

draws upon a common association of female sexuality with water. On the other hand, the 

correspondence between the female body and nature can be seen as the valorized image of an 

equally pervasive negative homology between out-of-control female sexuality and destructive 

technology.  Perhaps the best-known filmic treatment of this male fantasy is the robot-woman in 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. In Lang’s movie the robot-woman’s sexuality signals a threat both to 

masculinity and the bourgeois capitalist system it subtends. The rather incoherent ending of the 

film seeks to put these anxieties to sleep in the wish-fulfilment reconciliation between the 'Master 

of Metropolis' and the worker, representing respectively capitalism and labor. 

 The denouement of Machat 's Ecstasy is equally fraught with unresolved tensions, in 

particular in its vision of female sexuality. Having celebrated its heroine’s sexual liberation yet 

unable to countenance that liberation beyond the framework of conventional respectability, the 

film proceeds to impose a moralistic ending by making Eva abandon her lover. Yet, as we have 

seen, this ending is tempered by a fantasy sequence in which the lover imagines that Eva has 

given birth to his child.  In this way the demands of bourgeois subjectivity are reconciled with the 

exigencies of socialist optimism. The film’s ending is an attempt to straddle the contradiction 

between its ideological vision of a socialist brave new world of sexual liberation and its bourgeois 

moral scruples about how such a world may be realized. 

 

Surrealism 

By 1929 the Dev tsil and its poetic branch of poetism were a spent force. The group had 

always been little more than a collection of very different individuals. Teige had contrived to 

present the group as an organic whole, but the camouflage had been transparent. Now he was 

still carrying the banner of poetism but with no followers. Attempts to revive the Dev tsil in 1932 

foundered. The dissolution of cultural unity was paralleled by political discord. Seifert left the 

Communist Party in 1929 although Teige and Nezval remained members. By the end of the 
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1920s dadaism had lost its popularity in Prague and a new form of western modernity emerged in 

the form of surrealism, one better suited to the personal and introspective quality of Czech poetry. 

  Czech surrealism did not resolve the ideological tensions we have discerned within the 

cultural Left. Rather these tensions become more submerged and thereby contribute to the 

pervasive image of abject masculinity in the poems of Seifert and Nezval. The temptation is to 

claim that Czech surrealist poetry is apolitical since there is little or no inherent ideological 

content; but this very turn away from political overtness in itself constitutes a profoundly political 

gesture. To appreciate the effects of this gesture one is required to look closely at the 

unconscious associations within certain surrealist poems and especially how these relate to 

similar imagery in the preceding phases of proletarian poetry and poetism. In other words, the 

political significance of Czech surrealism is illuminated by placing it within the larger context of the 

interwar avant-garde. 

 The starting point for Czech surrealism was André Breton's publication of his 'First 

Surrealist Manifesto' (1924).49 According to Breton, surrealism was a pure psychic automatism by 

which it was proposed to express either verbally or in writing or in any other way the 'real function 

of thought.' The artist must subject himself to the dictates of thought in the absence of all control 

exercised by reason and outside all moral or aesthetic preoccupation. The flow of impulses from 

the unconscious mind had to be recorded automatically, without interference. Nezval and some of 

his friends were fascinated by these ideas but were wary of adopting Breton's ideas because they 

still professed their adherence to Marxism. This obstacle was removed when, in his 'Second 

Surrealist Manifesto' (1929), Breton proclaimed that the surrealists supported the principles of 

historical materialism.50 

 In 1934 Teige and Nezval founded the Czech surrealist movement. Its principal 

adherents were the poets Nezval, Biebl, and Mákovsk  and the visual artists Jind ich tyrsk , 

Teige and Toyen. In 1935 these poets and artists welcomed the founder of French surrealism, 

Breton, and Paul Eluard to Prague, where Breton delivered an important lecture on the political 

position of surrealism and paid flattering homage to his Czech followers.51 However, soon 

afterwards, in August 1935, Breton issued yet another manifesto attacking Soviet Russia and 
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Stalin in particular. This was a bitter blow to the surrealist writers and artists who were members 

of the Communist Party. Nezval remained loyal to Breton for two more years but when surrealism 

was condemned by Marxist critics and he himself repeatedly subjected to attacks, he finally 

denounced surrealism, ironically soon after publishing his most surrealist collection of poetry, The 

Absolute Gravedigger, in 1937.52 

The key to the appeal of surrealism for Nezval was that it wanted above all to combat 

individual loneliness and fear. Thus it reflected a very traditional Czech need for a strong sense of 

collective identity, which explains why it was not deemed to be in conflict with Marxism. Through 

the unconscious the poet could reach the collective solidarity he sought.  The collection Prague 

with Fingers of Rain (1936) exemplifies Nezval’s attempt to reconcile the personal and social 

dimensions of his identity. Prague is personified as a woman. In itself this gendering of Prague 

was hardly new but enjoyed a pedigree extending back into the nineteenth century and beyond.53 

New, though, was Nezval’s treatment of the motif. In his collection of poems, Prague became a 

dream landscape rather than a real city in which unconscious sexual drives assumed their own 

peculiar logic. For Nezval to write about the city in terms of the unconscious was not particularly 

new in the context of European modernism. In Russia Andrei Bely had already introduced the 

idea of the dream-like city in his novel Petersburg (1913-16); and a few years later T.S. Eliot 

famously wrote of London in The Waste Land (1922) in similar terms. Nezval’s Prague is very 

different from Eliot’s London, however. His Prague is a sexualized space and a site of hedonistic 

pleasures rather than a Dantesque vision of urban alienation. The immediate cue for Nezval was 

provided by Apollinaire’s story 'The Stroller through Prague,' in which a French visitor to the city 

meets Ahasuerus, the Eternal Jew.54 This Ahasuerus is not the tragic figure of Christian legend 

but a modernist libertine and cosmopolitan, a fictional reflection of the rootless Apollinaire himself. 

Ahasuerus leads the narrator through the city, pointing out its landmarks and taking pleasure in 

its erotic distractions. At one point he has sex with a prostitute on the street. Nezval’s initial 

encounter with Prague is equally synonymous with prostitution and anonymous sex. In his 

autobiographical poem 'The Walker through Prague,' the young poet arrives in the big city in April 

1920. His first memories of the city involve an encounter with a prostitute in a brothel: 'You are 
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sitting on the embankment/ It’s past midnight we’ve come from a terrible cell/ It was beautiful with 

a naked woman on a leather sofa.'55 

 Significantly, the sexual encounter with the woman-city in Nezval's 'Walker through 

Prague' is not couched in terms of virility and masculinity but in terms of lost virginity. Moreover, it 

is not unequivocally pleasurable but characterized as nightmarish ('we’ve come from a terrible 

cell'). Generally speaking, sexual intercourse in the poems is presented as cold and alienating, a 

source of guilt and anxiety rather than unalloyed pleasure. In the poem 'Obscure Hotels,' sex 

between a hotel guest and a prostitute is expressed in the most impersonal terms. Unlike the 

promiscuous Jew of Apollinaire’s story- a personification both of cultural modernism and 

international capital moving freely across frontiers and equally at home everywhere- Nezval’s 

narrator is a provincial newcomer to the big city and is distinctly intimidated, albeit intrigued, by 

the commodity culture of anonymous sex he finds there. For him sex is less real than imaginary, 

the woman’s body a source of masturbatory fears and fantasies. As in Teige’s collages, Nezval’s 

women are fetishized objects of a disaffected male libido. Moreover, they become 

indistinguishable from the commodification culture of the city itself. This impression is well 

illustrated in Teige’s frontispiece to the first edition of Prague with Fingers of Rain, in which a 

woman’s naked torso is juxtaposed with buildings, shoes and rings as if the female body and the 

commodity culture of the city were one and the same thing. At the centre of the collage is located 

an eye, an emblem of male voyeurism which reduces the female body to a fetishized commodity. 

One notices the same voyeuristic perspective in other collages by Teige which are dominated by 

images of women’s bodies in various states of fragmentation. In the realm of cinema one might 

compare the short film May (1936), directed by Emil Franti ek Burian, which consists entirely of 

close-up shots of a young woman’s body in which her mascara and lipstick are provocatively 

foregrounded. In Nezval’s poems, women’s eyes and lips are similarly a source of obsessive 

voyeurism: 'The magnolia blossoms are bursting now they are skirts/They are her eyes they are 

her lips.'56 

 In 'The Lilac by the Museum on Wenceslas Square,' flowers and women are also seen in 

terms of each other. But here female sexuality is differentiated from the naturalness of flowers. 
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Woman is rather identified with the artificial city. Typical of surrealist art in general, woman 

becomes an artefact, the very antithesis of the natural: 

I don’t love flowers 

I love women 

Yet I slept beneath the lilac 

From afar a cellar breathed on me 

Like stuffy flats on the high street under an artificial night 

Of  your artificial eyes 

Of your artificial mouth 

Of your artificial breasts and hair 

I love you lilac spray57 

In fact, the entire poem can be read as an auto-erotic fantasy, a reading which reinforces the 

status of the poet as a voyeur: 

And a nameless rose 

With breasts in the rose leaves 

The town breathes through all the windows 

A chilly twilight 

And while I slept 

A lilac bush blossomed by the Museum on Wenceslas Square 

 Another poem in Nezval's Prague with Fingers of Rain in which woman is associated with 

the artificiality of the city is the masterly 'Moon over Prague': 

The decorator is mixing his plaster 

He’s lit an oil lamp on top of the stepladder 

It is the moon 

It moves like an acrobat 

Wherever it appears it causes panic 

It turns black coffee into white 

It offers paste jewelry to women’s eyes 
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It changes bedrooms into death chambers58 

In Nezval’s early surrealist poem 'History of the Six Empty Houses' (1932), the narrator describes 

a fairground waxworks (panoptikum) which includes a mechnical woman on a torture machine.59 

In 'Covered Market' this male sadistic fantasy is inverted when a mundane, everyday scene of a 

fish and meat market is transformed into a masochistic fantasy in which a market woman 

becomes a sinister dominatrix in a torture chamber: 

There are vats of blood 

Stylishly like an executioner a woman peels off her glove 

Her coiffure trembles 

Like some dreadful paper 

A pheasant stares with desperate eyes60 

This is a woman’s world from which men are banished. The poet also has a feeling of enclosure 

and restriction; he imagines himself as a caged animal. This image recalls 'Walker in Prague' 

where the newcomer to the city finds himself in a brothel resembling a prison cell. But it is also 

reminiscent of Nezval’s autobiographical narrative 'History of the Six Empty Houses' in which the 

unborn poet compares his prenatal life in the mother’s womb to enclosure in a corseted cage: 

'What strange clothes are worn in January 1900/ And why am I locked in a cage?/ It is a corset.'61 

 The city envelops the poet just as the baby is enclosed within the mother’s womb. The 

child’s intimacy with the mother within the Freudian scenario of the Oedipus complex here 

meshes with the topos of Prague as a mother. For Nezval, the mother-city is not simply nurturing 

and protective; she is also vicious and domineering. One might even conclude that Prague 

becomes the site of an oedipalized struggle within the Czech political unconscious between 

Moscow as father and Paris as mother. Karel Srp has discerned a similar obsession with the 

mother in Karel Teige’s collages in which images of female breasts are especially prominent: 'In 

Teige’s view, the breast was not an exclusive ambivalent object; rather, it reminded him of the 

return to his mother’s breasts, which, according to Freud, is the first object a person ever 

encounters.'62 As the most prominent theoretican of the Czech avant-garde, Teige never ceased 

to insist that art should be subordinated to politics. Yet, ironically, his own art work contradicts this 
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precept in its exclusively subjective focus on female anatomy. And in so far as the female body is 

presented by him as a commodity fetish- and thus a capitalist signifier- his privileging of socialism 

over capitalism is here subject to reversal. In inverting the traditional male/female, active/passive, 

socialist/capitalist binaries, the Czech surrealists articulated in personal terms the political failure 

of the avant-garde to transform a capitalist society into a new one based on left-wing principles. In 

spite of their desire to embrace a new objective, masculine and socialist sensibility based on 

Soviet Constructivist principles, the Czech poets of the interwar avant-garde ended up regressing 

to a nineteenth-century subjectivism derived largely from French poetic models. In fact, one might 

go so far as to conclude that there was a conflict between art and ideology at the very heart of the 

European surrealist movement as a whole. Initially Breton, the theoretician and founder of French 

surrealism, argued that psychoanalysis and Marxism were perfectly compatible; and the Czech 

surrealists adopted the same utopian position. But this desire for synthesis turned out to be a 

futile pipe-dream, as confirmed by Breton’s attack on Stalin and Soviet Russia in 1935. 

Throughout the 1930s a similar battle was being waged within the Czech avant-garde between 

the tenets of French surrealism and Soviet socialist realism. Although Teige thought that 

theoretically they could coexist,
 
Czech poetic practice suggested otherwise.63 And as we have 

seen in the poems and films analysed above, there was- and remained- a tension between 

French aesthetics and Soviet ideology through all three phases of the Czech avant-garde from 

the early 1920s to the later 1930s. After an argument between Teige and Nezval, the Czech 

surrealist group was dissolved in March 1938. But this crisis was in fact merely the culmination of 

a discrepancy between ideal and practice that had been apparent for the best part of two 

decades. Although Czech surrealist art did not die out in 1938- tyrsk  was active until his death 

in 1942, Teige continued to make Surrealist collages until his death in 1951 while Toyen was 

making collages as late as 1970- it is fair to say that, as far as poetry and film were concerned, 

the first major phase of Czech surrealism came to an end before the outbreak of World War II.
 64 
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Between photograph and poem: a study of Štyrský and Heisler’s On 
the Needles of these Days 
 

Ian Walker 

 

Abstract 

The book On the Needles of these Days was first produced by the Czech Surrealists Jindřich Štyrský and 
Jindřich Heisler during the Nazi occupation in 1941 and republished in 1945. Bringing together Štyrský’s 
photographs and Heisler’s poetry, it deserves to be better known as one of the most important of 
Surrealist publications combining image and text. This essay provides a close reading of a number of 
different aspects. The book’s design by Karel Teige produces a very finely balanced relationship between 
the two elements so that neither dominates the other. The connections we might create between them 
fluctuate between the evident and the willful, their proximity often creating layers of additional meaning. 
Whether the book is ultimately an impassioned call to arms or a rejection of action is open to question. 
Indeed, the two seem to co-exist in that dialectic of rebellion and pessimism so important to Surrealism. 
 

 

Painter, poet, collagist, biographer, theorist, editor, designer – Jindřich Štyrský worked in many 

different media in the twenties and thirties. He only made photographs with any seriousness for a brief 

time – throughout 1934 and the first half of 1935 – but it was a period of intense exploration of the 

medium. In retrospect, the work he made then can be seen both as one of the most complete examples 

of surrealist documentary photography and as a foundation for the long standing tradition of Czech work 

in that field. There have been some penetrating analyses of the overall nature of these pictures.1 But 

what remains to be undertaken is a close examination of the ways that Štyrský placed his photographs 

through exhibition and publication, culminating in the book On the Needles of these Days, which he co-

authored in 1941 with Jindřich  Heisler. Such an examination should enable us to better appreciate how 

Štyrský understood this work. 

Initially, the photographs were shown in a surrealist context. When, in March 1935, the Czech 

surrealist group presented their first exhibition at the Mánes Gallery in Prague, Štyrský showed two full 

cycles: Frog man and The Man with Blinkers, consisting of thirty-six and thirty-four photographs 

respectively. Subsequently, in the late thirties, he exhibited the work in a wider context. He showed five of 

the photographs in the large International Exhibition of Photography in 1936 also at the Mánes Gallery 

and this was followed in 1938 by another exhibition at the Mánes which he shared with a number of other 
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important Czech photographers, including Josef Sudek, Funke and Vobecký. These three exhibitions 

placed Štyrský’s work not only in the context of surrealism, but also in relation to a broader range of 

photography.  

The publication of the work was more fragmentary. In 1936, four photographs were reproduced 

with an essay by Vítězslav Nezval on surrealism and photography, and when a handsome anthology of 

the work of Štyrský and his partner Toyen was published in 1938, it included nine photographs alongside 

their paintings and collages.2 However, it seems that Štyrský wanted to take the work further and, 

according to Nezval, the two men planned to work on a book that would bring together photograph and 

text.3 Within the Czech group, Nezval was the closest to Štyrský in terms of their thinking about 

photography and he himself illustrated several of his books with photographs.4  

However, this plan had got no further when Nezval split from the Czech surrealist group in 1938, 

moving towards Stalinism. Eventually, though, the idea did achieve a resolution (though we cannot know 

if it was the one that Štyrský originally intended) when, in 1941, twenty-nine of Štyrský’s photos were 

juxtaposed with a poetic text by another member of the group, Jindřich Heisler, in the book Na jehlách 

tĕchto dní (On the Needles of these Days). Heisler had taken Nezval’s place in the surrealist group in 

1938, and like Štyrský , he worked in a range of media, both visual and verbal. He was much younger 

than the rest of the group; in 1941, Heisler was twenty-seven and Štyrský was forty-two.  

The point at which the book was produced was of course a dark time in Czech history – the 

period of Nazi occupation. That was the year that Heydrich was appointed Reichsprotector and many 

arrests and deportations followed. On the Needles of These Days was initially produced in a small edition, 

almost handmade with actual prints tipped into the book.5 It would be hard to overestimate just how 

difficult, indeed dangerous, it would have been at that point in time to produce such a work. As well as the 

obvious need for secrecy, there were the physical circumstances of the two authors. 

Heisler, who was Jewish, was in a doubly dangerous situation and spent most of this period 

hiding in Toyen’s apartment. (The book is dedicated to her.6) Meanwhile, Štyrský was in bad health, 

following a cerebral embolism in Paris in 1935 when he had been admitted to hospital in a semi-paralyzed 

state. Restricted in his ability to make any more work, he devoted himself mainly to the reformulation of 

his previous work and we can see On the Needles of These Days as part of that process. He would die 
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from pneumonia a year after the publication of the book at the age of forty-three. 

Some commentators have read these circumstances into the book. Vince Aletti, for example, 

calls it a ‘Surrealist meditation on war and resistance’ adding that ‘the book’s aura of alienation, 

repression, and anxiety ... captured the war’s home front theater of the absurd,’ while Gerry Badger sees 

it as ‘an oblique, poetic meditation on war and the Nazi occupation.’7 Indeed, it is impossible not to read 

those circumstances into the book, but we need to ask whether, if we didn’t know the narrative of its 

making, we would be able to tell all this from the book itself. 

There is perhaps the image on the cover (fig. 1) – a scrap of paper over a window – which 

suggests secrecy, something hidden, as well as poverty and disintegration. But these are qualities one 

finds throughout the photographs which Štyrský , after all, had made five years before the start of the war. 

(Moreover, such a concern for the processes of decay and entropy are to be found throughout surrealist 

documentary photography. It is there in the interest of interwar Parisian photographers in the ‘terrain 

vague;’8 it would be a major element in the work of post-war Czech photographers.9) 

 
 
All images are from Jindřich Štyrský and Jindřich Heisler, Na jehlách tĕchto dní (On the Needles of these 
Days), Borovy, Prague, 1945. 
 



© Ian Walker, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

4 

 

Then there is the title, On the Needles of these Days, a phrase that is indeed resonant of tension 

and danger. But again it originates in the decade before. Many of Štyrský’s photographs were only ever 

realised as contact prints which he then mounted together in groups on sheets of cardboard. (The status 

of these sheets of images is intriguing. Probably not meant for exhibition, they may best be seen as part 

of a process of research.10) In one set, it looks as if Štyrský  and his companions have gone out into the 

countryside near Prague and written various poetic phrases on rocks. One of them is ‘Na jehlách tĕchto 

dní’ – a phrase which, as it were, would sit there waiting to be used seven years later.  

So both title and photographs predated the war. But the same cannot be said of Heisler’s text, 

and Badger has more justification in seeing this as a ‘direct and repeated call to rise up against the 

occupying Nazis.’11 Of course, it is quite possible that Heisler had written the poem before the war itself – 

as early as 1938, perhaps. But even then, the year of Munich, the atmosphere in Europe and specifically 

Czechoslovakia would have been very different from the point at which Štyrský had taken the 

photographs in 1934. The text is far more elusive than any direct exhortation to resistance, yet 

nevertheless, it has an urgency, a passion and a violent undertow which is set off against the restraint of 

Štyrský’s photographs. What is implicit in the images is cut open by the text, but in ways that never offer 

the hope of a simple resolution. 

What is most often emphasised in discussions of the book is the equality of the relationship 

between the two elements of photographs and poems and the deliberate space that is left between them. 

As Anna Fárová emphasised, it is not a case of ‘images illustrated by poetic texts or vice versa;’ rather, 

‘the two elements are juxtaposed in a way that is complementary but autonomous.’12 Věra Linhartová 

describes it as ‘an analogous process where the word reiterates the image and modulates it by its own 

means.’13  

In this, the design of the book plays an important part. A regular and insistent pattern is 

maintained throughout with the photographs at the top of the right hand page while the fragments of 

poetry sit low down on the left. The admirably clear design was by Karel Teige, who was not only the 

leading theorist of the Czech group but also an accomplished artist and designer.14 (This indicates 

something quite distinctive about the collaborative way that the Czech group worked; one cannot, for 

example, imagine André Breton doing the layout for one of Max Ernst’s books.)  

The restraint of the design can mask its precision, and the contribution it makes to the effect of 
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the book is such that in some ways Teige deserves to be credited as the third author. There is a balance 

between image and text which operates on a number of different levels. First, there is a visual balance set 

up between the block of the photograph and the line of the text, reminiscent almost of the way that 

Mondrian would balance a solid colour – a red or a blue – against a black horizontal line. That may seem 

like a surprising comparison to make within a surrealist context, but it is a reminder that the interwar 

Czech avant-garde had connected as much with what was happening in Germany or Russia as with 

France. This is a modernist design – put however at the service of surrealism.   

Secondly, this layout plays very acutely with the apparent hierarchy of the two media and the 

psychological relationship we create between them. The text comes first and the picture follows it. But the 

picture is above the text and in some respects dominates it. As we open the page of the book, we see the 

right page with the picture on it first. When the book is fully open, we are drawn back to the left to read the 

text. Then we move back right to look at the picture again, this time with the words in mind.  

This connects to a third balancing act, which relies upon the respective cultural values we put on 

photographs and poetry. Seeing we think of as primarily a physical act, while reading is cerebral. Indeed, 

photography can seem to be the most purely, even brutally, physical of visual media and poetry the most 

refined of verbal expressions. The visual aspect of the design interlinks with the psychological – the block 

of the photograph gives it a solid reality, where the line of the text seems more elusive. (This effect is 

enhanced here by the particular qualities of images and text. Štyrský ’s photographs are in themselves 

rather inert and passive, while Heisler’s lines crackle with a nervous energy.)    

The particularity of this layout becomes much clearer if we place it in relation to some other 

surrealist publications. The field of surrealist work with image-text is wide-ranging and has been well 

documented.15 But when we look specifically for books that bring together poems and photographs, a 

few works stand out. I want to briefly describe four of them, which each offer a different model of how the 

two media can work together. They are Georges Hugnet’s La Septième face du dé (1936), Paul Eluard 

and Man Ray’s collaboration Facile  (1935), Roland Penrose’s The Road is Wider than Long  (1939)  and 

René Char’s Le Tombeau des secrets (1930).16  

La Septième face du dé is the most integrated of these books, with fragments of images and 

poetry sprayed across the pages in a way that recalls the shattered typographical arrangements of dada 
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(which Hugnet was writing about at that time).17 His imagery is almost completely taken from the pages 

of popular magazines. The tone of Facile, on the other hand, is much softer, lyrical and sensuous. Made 

as a tribute to Eluard’s new wife Nusch, both poems and photographs are evocations of her presence and 

the book is designed so that image and text interweave, flowing back and forth. Roland Penrose called 

The Road is Wider than Long an ‘image-diary’ of a journey he made across the Balkans with his new 

love, Lee Miller. The landscape through which they passed is depicted in Penrose’s own personal 

snapshots, set within playful flourishes of typography and layout. Finally, in René Char’s almost unknown 

book, Le Tombeau des secrets, there is a clear separation between the photographs on the left page – 

largely pre-existing images found by Char – with the brief, enigmatic poems on the right. The poems and 

the photos have nothing to do with each other, yet we read between them and an undertow of meaning 

inevitably emerges.18  

Each of these four examples demonstrates a different approach to the relationship of poem and 

photograph. La Septième face du dé, The Road is Wider than Long and Le Tombeau des secrets are all 

books by a single author, co-ordinating text and image, while Facile was a collaboration between two 

artists of equal stature. Hugnet and Char used found imagery, while Man Ray and Penrose made pictures 

specifically for the book. Finally, while Hugnet, Penrose, Eluard and Man Ray sought in different ways to 

integrate the photographs and the poetry, Char set them against each other, the meaning coming out of 

their opposition.  

What Štyrský and Heisler did with On the Needles of these Days was different yet again. Like 

Char, they juxtapose image and text on opposite pages, rather than integrating them. But, as with Facile, 

this is a collaboration between two authors each producing half the work, though with a greater degree of 

independence between them than between Eluard and Man Ray. We can only guess at how the book 

was actually produced. Štyrský’s photographs had come first and obviously Heisler knew them before he 

wrote his text (which is in fact one long, free flowing prose poem). But did he have them in front of him as 

he wrote? Or were they only brought out afterwards and matched with a completed text, which was then 

divided up to form short sections opposite each photograph? Were the individual juxtapositions carefully 

arranged or were they random, producing connections as and when they occurred?  

In many ways, the text reads as if it had been produced using the techniques of automatism and 
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this would suggest a deliberate distance between pictures and words. But even with the purest sort of 

automatic writing, images cannot be completely free-floating but must come from the writer’s store of 

remembered experiences (as Heisler had experienced Štyrský’s pictures). By this point in time, though, 

‘pure’ automatism was no longer central to surrealism (and was in fact a technique never much favoured 

by the Czech group). The production of the text for On the Needles of these Days was probably a hybrid 

process, where automatism was initially employed, the results being then reworked to create, for 

example, the many repetitions and echoes of phrases that flicker through it. The bringing together of 

photograph and poem was also probably not the result of any rigorous conceptual process, but rather a 

matter of trial and error, shifting and reshifting the elements till they fell into place. 

However arrived at, the relationship between image and text can rarely have been so finely 

balanced. But it is precarious and was probably meant to be. The effect is of an incipient and ever 

threatening imbalance – a situation where the relationship between poem and photograph is always in 

doubt, never resolved and therefore always productive.    

 

* 

 

It is time to test these general observations against a reading of some of the particular 

juxtapositions in the book. But this needs to be undertaken with one or two caveats. The first is that of 

course I can only examine here a few pages, ones that represent the most extreme closeness and 

extreme distance between text and image. But Heisler’s text runs on from page to page and Štyrský’s 

pictures are often deliberately ordered; any selection will inevitably distort the overall shape of the book. 

Moreover, I am using here an English translation, produced in 1984 by Jean Boase-Beier and Jindřich 

Toman.19 A translation may give us the meaning of a text, but it can’t reproduce other elements, 

essential to the poetic effect in the original language.20  

The book starts in the city, with photographs of shop signs and window displays. (Generally, 

though inconsistently, the move through the book will be outwards, from the centre to periphery, through 

the fairground and the flea-market to end in the cemetery.) The sixth and seventh images show a female 

and a male mannequin, who are respectively distantly aloof and smugly bourgeois (figs. 2 and 3). 
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Opposite the female mannequin, we read: ‘Your look dies in the hope of an embrace. Only the sun 

touches gradually upon well-tended muscles which can stand neither rain nor wind nor the warmth of your 

bed.’ And opposite the male: ‘Your look dies in horror of the nights of madness which bring only  dreams 

like the flowers on frozen windows, or dreamless plains like the sheet-metal of lowered blinds.’ 
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The parallel between the two images is echoed in the text, with the sudden address to ‘you,’ as if 

talking directly to the mannequins. (These pages follow and are followed by sections which are more 

meandering, less direct.) The text seems to specifically connect with the connotations of the figures – the 

sexual frigidity of ‘your look dies in the hope of an embrace’ or the bourgeois repression of ‘the sheet-

metal of lowered blinds.’ Though neither image nor text can be exactly contained within this parallelism – 

the pictures and the dummies within them remain insolently dumb, the text keeps threatening to escape 

from a literal reading – nevertheless it is hard to believe that the juxtaposition here of photographs and 

poem was purely fortuitous, driven solely by hazard. 

That is perhaps as close as image and text get in the book. At the other extreme, there are points 

where there is apparently no demonstrable connection. On page 37, there is a photograph of a graffito of 

an American Indian, drawn on a wall in chalk (fig. 4).21 It is photographed very directly and centrally, 

somewhat in the manner of Brassaï’s pictures of graffiti. Opposite it sits this text:  

in the sky of pale children, bloody knives swallow up magicians and the plates of the 

gluttonous dogs grow and swell in all directions. They grow and swell in all directions, 

children of these people horribly ill with edelweiss flowers embroidered deep in the flesh, in 

the flesh which breaks forth into blossom so monstrously, like rabies. And yet the daily 

course of events will be so deeply natural that one will meet neither nun nor soldier. 

It is difficult to read any connection here between text and image. Indeed, it seems as if it is the very lack 

of connection that is intended. The image shows a wall while the text evokes a sky, the text is about 

illness and disease while the graffito is full of a healthy hilarity, the image is American in origin while the 

mention of ‘edelweiss’ embeds the text in middle Europe. Yet of course, it is impossible not to move 

between image and text creating the web of analogical connections so fundamental to surrealist poetics 

ever since Lautréamont’s umbrella and sewing machine met on the dissecting table. The children of the 

text may well have scrawled the ‘magical’ image of the Indian, whose face also swells ‘in all directions.’ 

The process of disease is described almost as a form of creation ‘which breaks forth into blossom.’ (In his 

essay on graffiti in Minotaure, Brassaï had incidentally described it as an ‘early-blooming flora.’22) It may 

be that ‘one will meet neither nun nor soldier’ but it seems one might, on any street in Prague, meet an 

Indian chief. 
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These examples represent the two extremes of connectedness and opposition that one finds in 

On the Needles of these Days. But there is no definite pattern in the book and the relationship between 

image and text fluctuates and shifts. Sometimes the two are tilted closer together, sometimes they are 

thrown apart. However, most of the juxtapositions in the book sit somewhere between these extremes, 

with certain phrases connecting loosely to the image. The photograph on page 53 shows a painting of a 

semi-nude boy who seems to look at the camera past the edge of an open glass door (fig. 5). Opposite it, 

the text reads: 

Look outside, when the funeral-bell tolls, at how the rain piles up over the grey transports, in 

which moves the powdered flesh like poppy seeds in the poppy-heads shaking in the wind, 

and get dressed, get dressed, so we can leave this small leaden garden which creaks. 

Here, while the overall lack of connection is evident, there are particular phrases which are resonant with 

the photograph – ‘Look outside’ as the boy gazes past the door, ‘the powdered flesh’ referring to his 

nudity and, above all, the double exhortation ‘get dressed, get dressed’. 
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We are moving towards the end of the book. The next picture is one of Štyrský’s most potent 

images of decay – an old, cracked fishtank sitting on a table in a junkyard (fig. 6). The text provides both 

a confirmation of its melancholy and, via a series of metaphors, a sort of transfiguration: ‘still weighted 

down with memories from the past and, woven through with mouldering pieces of wood, lives its last hour 

before the white eyes of the fire.’ The wood and the fire in the text seem opposed to the metal and (by 

implication) the water in the image; in fact, the elements fuse to create a poetic effect neither image nor 

text could have achieved alone. 
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From that moment of stasis, the text picks up speed, using fragmentation and repetition to propel 

us to its end. The next image is of a display of coffins (fig. 7),23 opposite which Heisler repeats a phrase 

from two pages previously and throws it forward: ‘get dressed, get dressed quickly and repeat with me: 

Regret each blow that fails to hit the mark.’ The coffins can of course be read as another (and final) way 

to get dressed and this irony can make one read the juxtaposition as an image of bitter failure, a caustic 

commentary on the inevitability of defeat. It is followed by two more images of graveyard monuments – a 

rather sickly looking child and a blank stone invaded by ivy (figs. 8 and 9) – against which is repeated the 

same phrase: ‘Regret each blow that fails to hit the mark.’24 After that three-fold repetition, the final 

photograph is one of Štyrský’s most acute comments on the hopes of redemption offered by Christianity – 

an upside down crucifix from which the broken body of Christ has become detached (fig. 10). The text 

simply adds: ‘and be merry.’ 
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One way, then, to read the end of the book is as a caustic and deeply ironic rejection of hope and 

transformation, firmly in line with the persistent surrealist rejection of any belief in redemption.  But it is not 

the only way it can be read. For Gerry Badger, the repetition of the phrase ‘Regret each blow that fails to 
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hit the mark’ is a final ‘exhortation to rebellion’ against Nazi tyranny, not ironic at all but a direct call to 

action.25 That more positive reading is encouraged when one turns to the final page, where the book 

finishes on a text with no photograph. Echoing once again an image from an earlier page, Heisler 

proclaims: ‘The fire, today so carefully locked up, will open out wide and will pass from hand to hand.’26 

In fact, I do not think one needs to choose between these two readings of the book. On the Needles of 

these Days is both a regretful evocation of disintegration and a call to arms, a simultaneous espousal of 

the pessimism and the activism that has always formed an essential dialectic within surrealism.  

 

* 

 

In an essay of 1990, Antonín Dufek articulated a problem raised by the placement of Štyrský’s 

photographs in On the Needles of these Days. He began by arguing that: 

in direct photography of found objects, the object is extracted – by photography or in fact – 

from its original place in reality and transferred into a new context without entirely losing its 

original place nor entirely adjusting to its new affiliation. It oscillates between the two 

contexts in an exciting encounter between Wahrheit and Dichtung, between reality and 

fiction, and in photography between the document and the vision.27 

For Dufek, what happened in On the Needles of these Days was that the tension which Štyrský’s 

‘direct’ photographs held in themselves has been disrupted ‘by the addition of another Dichtung weight’ 

and he suggests that the intention was ‘to prevent their acceptance on a documentary level.’ Štyrský had 

perhaps been nervous that the pictures on their own would have been read in too straightforward a 

manner and had intended Heisler’s poetry to counteract that literalism; in fact, argues Dufek, this 

overbalances the book in favour of Dichtung.   

The warning is well made, but it points to the necessity of understanding On the Needles of these 

Days not as the resolution of the questions raised by the photographs, but as one stage in an ongoing 

process of interrogation. It is surely quite possible to admire On the Needles of these Days – to think of it 

as one of the most important and powerful of surrealist books – while at the same time recognising that 

our understanding of Štyrský’s photographs should not be limited by their placement in the book, for we 
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are now more able to understand the ambiguities of the photographs in themselves as both external 

documents and poetic reflections.  

But in affirming this, it is also useful to remember the historical afterlife of the book. The first 

edition of the book was necessarily small scale, clandestine and private, but it was more conventionally 

reprinted in 1945 and this is the copy one will find today.28 It was this edition of On the Needles of these 

Days which for a long period of time represented Štyrský’s photography. Toyen had taken the mass of his 

prints with her when she emigrated to Paris in 1947 and she did not return them to Czechoslovakia until 

1966, when they were exhibited posthumously for the first time in Brno. In 1972, Anna Fárová, then 

curator of photography at the Museum of Applied Art in Prague, bought them for the collection. It was 

then another ten years before Fárová published the first monograph on Štyrský’s photographs in 1982.  

So through that whole period – from 1945 till 1982 – On the Needles of these Days was the 

vehicle through which Štyrský ’s photography was publicly known, and it was this book that influenced the 

post-war generation of surrealist photographers such as Reichmann, Medková, Hák and Sever. 

Moreover, the book had an established place in Czech culture. As Pavel Buchler noted, On the Needles 

of these Days ‘has been appropriated by artists, writers and journalists on so many occasions that it has 

gained, on a local scale, something of the cultural ubiquity of Casablanca. As with the 1942 film, the 

political commitment of the original work has been obliterated by nostalgia.’29 (It seems that the 

evocation of rebellion in the book and its air of melancholic inadequacy still could not be readily 

disentangled.)  

I cannot speak here of the importance of Na jehlách tĕchto dní in Czech culture, nor can I really 

do more than evoke the circumstances of its making. What I do want is to argue for the importance of the 

book as a major surrealist artifact, a work which had it been published in English or French would have 

long been established as such. Of course, we must not take it to represent Štyrský’s photography as a 

whole but as a demonstration of one important way in which he wanted the work to be seen - indeed as 

an illustration of the way that the meaning of images can be shifted by the circumstances of their 

publication. But, while the photographs are the most immediately accessible part of the book, they are 

indeed only a part. I have approached it via the images, but others may well come to it as an illustrated 

prose poem. In truth, though, On the Needles of these Days is an extraordinary (and extraordinarily 
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equal) collaboration between image and text to produce a work both of its time and with continuing 

resonance.  

 

1. The first book-length study of Štyrský’s photographs was by Anna Fárová, Jindřich  Štyrský , 
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Laura Ford interviewed by 

David Lomas 

 

This is a transcript of a talk by Laura Ford 
and her interview with David Lomas, both 
of which took place at the Manchester Art 
Gallery on May 5, 2004. At the time, 
Ford’s work was shown in the group 
exhibition Disguise at Manchester Art 
Gallery (12 February - 6 June 2004). The 
exhibition included surrealist photographs 
by Claude Cahun and works by several 
contemporary visual artists, including 
Cindy Sherman, related to themes of 
disguise and masquerade. The interview 
was transcribed by Kerry Cundiff. 
 
Talk 

Laura Ford: I have brought along a few 

slides to give you an idea of the range of 

my work and how it has developed.  

 

 

 

God Pot (1992) was the beginnings of the 

kind of work that I am doing at the 

moment. It was installed in the dungeon of 

Nottingham Castle Museum. As you went 

down the steps of the castle and your eyes 

became adjusted to the light you then saw 

these figures: six little bears dressed in 

pyjamas made of dressing gown fabric, 

which look like they want to be picked up. 

And amongst them are all these cringing 

and bonking rabbits like moulds for making 

jelly or blancmange for parties. So it starts 

to feel like a horrible dream, these things 

which are completely in the wrong place - 

displaced. You have this dark space and 

these soft night-time creatures that look 

like you would want to cuddle them but 

they are kind of revolting at the same time. 

So just at the point where you feel drawn 

to them you also think: well, no thank you. 

 

 

 

Summer Lightning (1992) was an 

exhibition of eight women artists in the 

Seamans Hospital, Greenwich. In the past 

the hospital had been used for treating 

sailors returning from overseas for 

venereal infections or tropical diseases. I 

called my section of the show Any Port In 

a Storm and I entirely covered the parquet 

floors of two wards with tattoos of possible 

sexual encounters that these sailors might 

have had. There are all kinds of 

permutations, as you can see. It was my 

little intervention into an exclusively male 

preserve. 
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This is one of the first showings of Bang 

Bang (1996). There are actually two of 

them as you will see. Initially, I made these 

for a show at the Royal Festival Hall which 

is a very large space sub-divided in mixed 

exhibitions with these rather glamorous big 

screens. I wanted to make use of the 

screen along with these two figures who 

look like little art terrorists who are 

disrupting the show. When I have been in 

group shows I always feel that my work 

never sits comfortably - although it does 

fare better upstairs at Manchester Art 

Gallery - so I decided on that occasion to 

make something about that, and that was 

also quite playful. 

 

 

 

Stump Girl (1996) is located in a forest on 

the Chiltern sculpture trail. I was 

commissioned to make the piece though I 

don’t like sculpture trails very much. So I 

ended up making something that was 

pretending not to be there and was almost 

a little bit embarrassed. The shoes are the 

giveaway or so she thinks.  

 

 

 

Elephant Boy (1999) is the first of my 

elephant boys. It was shown at Wolsey Art 

Gallery, Ipswich, which has separate 

rooms decorated in Victorian and 

Edwardian period style. He tries to stand 

unobtrusively in the corner.   
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This was a collaborative installation at 

Camden Arts Centre, London (1998) that I 

made with the artist Jacquline Poncelet. 

Her work uses postcards which are then 

repeated and repeated to make these 

amazing patterned walls. We took over the 

white gallery space and almost tiled all the 

walls, changing it entirely and within that I 

placed these animals which were in a way 

domesticised by the space and by her 

intervention. They look like soft toys but 

are very large: you can walk underneath 

the belly of the giraffe. 

 

 

The Chintz Girls (1998) were also 

exhibited at Camden. We installed a 

chimney breast and a fireplace to make 

the space like a sitting room. Jacqui made 

a floor from laminated cork tiles with a very 

busy pattern on it - lots of bicycles. It was 

actually a shot taken from one of her 

travels in India, repeated over and over. It 

starts to look like a Persian carpet. The 

Chintz Girls - there were seven of them 

originally - each have their own little 

individual mat as well. It is almost like 

there was pattern on pattern on pattern on 

pattern in this show. We wanted it to feel 

like an overload of sensory information 

that was very unsettling for the viewer. 

The whole sensation of looking was quite 

disorientating and generated a sickly, 

almost suffocating feeling. The girls came 

about from taking my eldest child, who 

was quite little at the time, to ballet classes 

and watching these other little middle-

class kids and their un-questioning view of 

the world. The work was my reaction to a 

claustrophobic world of middle-class 

propriety. 

 

 

 

This is the next elephant boy. It is called 

Out in the Cold and it is really using up all 

the junk that needed chucking out of our 

drawers in the studios.  I made a little outfit 

and then there was an old chair that 
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needed chucking out and old blankets, old 

duvets, old sleeping bags. It came about 

from taking my children to and from 

school, seeing lots of homeless people 

and also from reading a book about Scott 

(the Antarctic explorer) and The Birthday 

Boys, Beryl Bainbridge’s novel based on 

Scott’s expedition. My middle son was 

then about five or six years old and he had 

a kind of single-minded determination and 

an idea of himself as being a heroic figure. 

So it was a combination of all of those 

things that were happening at the time. 

 

 

 

This is my five-legged Donkey (2000). He 

actually came from a dream I had when I 

was about five years old and had 

pneumonia and he keeps cropping up 

again, this five-legged donkey, like a 

pantomime character. 

 

 

 

 

This is another Scott figure. When the 

Chintz Girls went on tour with the British 

Art Show they had these beautiful crates 

made for them which were just 

spectacular. It probably would have cost 

as much to make the crates as it would to 

make the girls and I thought that for the 

next show, which was a commercial show, 

I should include the crates as part of the 

work, so that you bought the work and you 

got the crate as well. So that is how it 

started out, but obviously it became more 

and was about carrying your home on your 

back. 

 

 

Look at Me Now (2001) was a figure that 

came from an old photograph of the 

opening ceremony at a Winter Olympics, a 

beautiful picture of a child skating 
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gracefully in a 1950s-type outfit. I made 

her and stood her up and was thinking 

about how to complete the sculpture when 

I went upstairs, probably to make supper, 

and heard a loud crash. I came down and 

there she was and I thought I don’t have to 

work on it any more: that is how she 

should be. 

 

 

 

This is called Kipper (2001) and it was part 

of the same show. 

 

 

 

The Great Indoors (2002) was a show that 

I made for a museum in Salamanca, 

Spain. There were these five oversized 

stags with spreading antlers that became 

like treescapes filling the space. And the 

bodies I was thinking are sort of like 

hedges so as you physically encounter 

them it would be like looking over a hedge. 

They were quite static, and then beneath 

those figures were again these Scott-type 

figures marching through. I will show some 

other images of that show later on 

because as it went on it developed and I 

added a couple of other figures. 

 

 

 

This is the next show in the same 

commercial space (Houldsworth). It can be 

difficult making work for commercial 

spaces in that they are not neutral, they 

are primarily intended for selling the work. 

So I wanted to address that aspect in the 

work and also tackle what was slightly 

taboo using ceramics and textiles. When 

you use ceramics it confuses everybody: 

is it proper fine art or a little bit naff to be 

using stoneware? I also wanted to include 

the glamorous display shelves that you 

see in commercial galleries. I remember at 

Interim Art, Maureen Paley who was 

super-cool always had these beautiful 

shelves with invisible fixings and I wanted 

to combine that with something completely 

frumpy and exhausted-looking. So you 

had these donkeys that just looked like 

they didn’t want to have an argument 

about whether to use a plinth or not; they 
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needed one, and so you have this great 

big heavy head and these exhausted 

compliant bodies as well that go with 

them. 

  

 

 

This is a group show in London at the 

moment at Beaconsfield Gallery 

[Engineer, Part Three: Laura Ford, 21 

January 2004 - 30 May 2004]. The gallery 

space is an old school where children from 

very poor families were educated and then 

many of them were put on to ships to load 

cannons. So it is a building that is seeped 

in history. The exhibition consists of five 

women artists who will be shown in 

sequence. It is a rolling show that 

gradually evolves with each artist building 

on the others’ work. What I have made is 

probably about eleven little figures, the 

size of my three year old, which are a 

weird cross between suicide bombers and 

the Morris dancers and they inhabit the 

space alongside a very large bearded lady 

(below). They have these bomb belts and 

bells and the lady has these medals which 

are actually buttons, so they are like self-

awarded medals really. I feel it is me at six 

o’clock when the phone rings and I am 

trying to get the food on, desperate for the 

children to go to bed! There are a lot of 

references to, I suppose, different kinds of 

terrorist organisations and also to Morris 

dancers. There are figures climbing up into 

the roof off long ropes and also climbing 

up into the structure as well. 

 

 

 

The figure in the corner which is called 

Beuys Boy (below) is a forerunner of the 

pieces that are in the entrance at 

Manchester Art Gallery. He is a very sad-

looking, but vaguely heroic army boy with 

a pretend military costume with lots of 

references to Joseph Beuys. They are 

kind of mock heroic references. 
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Interview 

David Lomas: Laura, it seems to me that 

the theme of this exhibition, Disguise, 

connects with some quite fundamental and 

longstanding preoccupations of your work 

that it would be interesting for us to 

explore - taking up on some of the points 

that you have made. I found it helpful to 

see the original environments in which 

some of the figures in the show were 

exhibited and to learn that, in some cases, 

they were actually made to be part of quite 

complex installations. For instance, the 

piece Bang Bang: to see that in its original 

context of a white-walled gallery space, 

the archetypal white cube, it makes much 

more sense as a kind of art terrorist where 

it is camouflaged against its modernist 

surroundings. 

 

Laura Ford: Though it’s funny how these 

things happen because that little figure 

slowly mutated into the form that you see. 

My original idea was that it would be part 

of an installation that was totally loony. I 

spent probably about a year and a half 

making it with these very large canvases. 

If you can remember those things you 

used to see in the back of cars with 

suckers - little animals that stared at you 

with a surprised expression from the back 

window of cars - I painted those with very 

large penises or little penises and as 

though the front of the canvas was a piece 

of glass. There were hundreds and 

hundreds of them. I was going to fill a 

gallery full of these painted animals, all 

hung like at the Royal Academy. So you 

saw this little figure with a gun just outside 

the space and as you went in there was a 

whole room full of these paintings that 

started looking like targets. So you have 

these eyes, these penises, these suckers, 

all could be potential targets … and 

nobody would show it! What was 

interesting was that Bang Bang! came out 

of it, so it was a long route round to that 

intense little object. 

 

DL: Yes,  there is a topical, contentious 

and risky aspect to work in the show - 

especially when one thinks of the images 

that have been appearing on the front 

pages of newspapers over the past week 

of hooded Iraqi prisoners - that I want to 

come back to. First of all, though, I want to 

ask you about the role of children in your 

work because it seems that very often, 

even if one is dealing with deadly serious 

adult issues, it is children who are the 

main protagonists. 

 

LF: I think it is so that you partly have 

some sort of empathy for them and there 
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is a protective reaction that comes in to 

play when you are looking at it. Then, 

thinking of the donkey boys, it is almost 

like they are little men. Sometimes you 

see little boys and you know the man that 

they’re going to become, so they are the 

same thing, the child and the old man. 

 

DL: It is not at all a sentimentalised view 

of childhood. Does it draw upon your own 

childhood memories, or your experiences 

as a parent? 

 

LF: Well, it is a mixture of both. When 

people look at my work, they imagine that I 

must have had an awful childhood, but it 

wasn’t. It was actually quite idyllic. Though 

I do remember moments when I would be 

sitting at the table with my mum and she 

would be just drinking a cup of coffee and 

smoking a cigarette and suddenly I would 

think: the world is not at all as it seems. I 

was telling you earlier about a book I was 

reading where two little boys discover that 

one of their mothers was a spy for the 

Germans during the Second World War. 

This idea of another life that these children 

are protected from but that suddenly 

opens in front of them, with your parents 

having an unfamiliar existence apart from 

you, I think that quite often my work refers 

back to that sense of uncanniness. It is 

very odd when you are looking at 

somebody who you know, or perhaps your 

own child, and then suddenly there is a 

moment where it all changes and you 

think, ‘I don’t know you at all’ and that is 

very scary. 

 

DL: You draw on the enjoyment that 

children have dressing up and assuming 

adult masks? 

 

LF: Yes, and play as a way of testing and 

trying out different roles.  

 

DL: Your experiences as a child at 

fairground and the circus, how does that 

influence you? 

 

LF: I was brought up on a fairground and 

travelled around a lot when I was young - 

the fairground shows were still about in 

those days. It was funny because the 

other day I was talking to my uncle and 

going over all the things that we 

remembered and I thought, thank 

goodness for that, because I had not just 

imagined them after all! There was a 

woman painted entirely in gold who would 

sit like a statue in a glass case full of rats. 

Afterwards she would come and get chips 

from my grandfather in her hair rollers. I 

think memories like that have influenced 

me quite a lot. There was also a tableau of 

Frankenstein that was always my and my 

grandmother’s favourite where we would 

go and see what looked like a wonderful 

sculpture within a whole environment, and 

you would sit looking at it for a while, then 

just at the right moment he came alive and 

he would get up and chase you out of the 

booth. Even though we knew that he was 

alive and that he would do that there was 

always that sweet moment of terror. I think 

a lot of my sculptures do that, or I would 

hope they do: you are looking at them and 

questioning whether they are going to 
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come alive. You know they really aren’t, 

but… 

 

DL: I think that is where the installation 

element seems especially crucial: walking 

amongst the figures memories and 

associations are triggered, and they in a 

sense come alive. For instance, the 

animals and the donkeys that you showed 

remind me in some sense of pantomime: 

there is always the idea of a person 

concealed within. 

 

LF: I was also very interested, especially 

in some earlier works that I have not 

shown, in the idea of being able to look at 

something and I just felt a little bit sorry for 

the sculpture. It was like it wanted to be 

looked at but at the same time it sort of 

collapsed in embarrassment when you 

stared at it. That was what I was interested 

in - and I think there is still something of 

that in the sculptures I make. They all 

have that reserve.  

 

DL: A striking aspect is that they have no 

eyes; it is as if they are all either masked 

or blindfolded. Paradoxically that seems to 

make our engagement with them all the 

more intense. What prompted your 

decision to do that? 

 

LF: The minute I started putting eyes on 

the figures I found a narrative taking over; 

your relationship with them somehow 

changed. Whereas, it is what I was talking 

about - where you thought you knew 

someone and suddenly you don’t know 

them - it allows for that kind of gap, when 

they don’t have eyes. 

 

DL: Yes, I find that it makes them all the 

more effective - a blank canvas that you 

can project on to. I also think that the play 

with scale is connected with their 

effectiveness, in a sense, casting you as a 

viewer back into a kind of childhood 

position in relation to these figures that 

tower over you in some cases. 

 

LF: Yes, and with the antlers you are 

ducking down and around them so it feels 

like you are moving through a forest. I 

think they make you not look at the work 

as you ordinarily would look at a sculpture. 

You meander through the whole thing and 

experience it as a whole rather than just 

one object after another. 

 

Audience: Could you tell us about the 

materials you use to make the sculptures? 

 

LF: They are made with metal armatures. 

Inside the larger animals is a scaffolding 

covered with a material called Jesmonite 

which I also use with fibre glass matting. 

And then I dress them. The antlers are 

made of bits of old cuts of leather, canvas 

and lots of wool. I used to go to fabric 

warehouse sales where designers would 

get rid of all their fabric and I would just go 

and buy up huge amounts and quite often 

an idea would come to me from just 

having that particular bit of wool or 

whatever lying about.  

 

DL: The craft element does seem to be 

integral to your work. You mostly avoid 

using conventional sculptural materials, 

why is that? 
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LF: It started out when I had a year 

travelling in India. I had always been 

particularly keen on Indian sculpture, but 

seeing it in museums in Britain they were 

immaculate and undressed. Whereas in 

India you would find little saris on them or 

bits of fabric or ghee or pigment. And 

suddenly these wonderful things came 

alive. They looked like somebody loved 

them, they looked like somebody was 

looking after them and had invested them 

with life. So when I began making 

sculpture again, it started involving other 

materials and fabrics. 

 

DL: You mentioned, at one point, that the 

piece called Beuys Boy was gently 

mocking a heroic idea of the artist 

represented by Joseph Beuys. Is that 

connected at all with your choice of 

materials? Beuys of course used felt as a 

signature material. 

 

LF: Yes, all of the materials that I was 

using were referencing Beuys. I am a real 

sucker for those heroic sculptors and all of 

those heroic figures, like Scott. In a sense, 

I would love life to be as simple as that: 

struggling against the elements and 

getting to the pole even though someone 

had got there before you. To have a 

mission, how great to have a mission! 

There is this ambivalence: I love it but at 

the same time it seems completely daft. 

 

DL: I was wondering if there is a 

deliberate attempt through the use of 

fabrics, knitting and stitching and so forth, 

to reference a feminist tradition or a 

feminist revaluation of women’s work?  

 

LF: It came about at a time when, if you 

were an artist of any credibility, you sent 

your work out to get fabricated. You 

should not make it yourself nor touch it 

and it should look immaculate and super 

well-made. I found that incredibly 

unappealing. My use of fabric and other 

materials came out of a feminist critique 

but it was more a criticism of what was 

happening in the art world, I think, at the 

time…It was a slightly taboo thing to be 

doing. I suppose that if handicrafts ever 

come back in I might just start making 

something immaculate because I do have 

that sort of personality. 

 

DL: We talked about the 1980s and the 

revival of interest in soft sculpture and the 

use of unconventional materials. 

 

LF: Yes, everything is understated and 

quite formal really. 

 

DL: As an art historian who works on 

surrealism, I wondered whether there was 

perhaps a connection with someone like 

Eileen Agar, the English surrealist. Her 

piece at Tate Modern, Angel of Anarchy, is 

similarly blindfolded like some of your 

figures and incorporates lots of different 

fabrics. Do you recognise a connection 

with surrealism at all? 

 

LF: I do, but I never do so very 

consciously. We all have those images in 

our head and obviously surrealism was an 

interest to me, but I cannot say that I 
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directly connected. In terms of a 

relationship with surrealism, Cocteau is 

somebody who I was very influenced by. I 

wrote my thesis on his film Death of a 

Poet, that and Orpheus. I loved the 

dramatisation of himself as an outsider 

and the fantastic other worlds that he 

created in the films. 

 

DL: The role of fantasy and the dream you 

already mentioned: in the case of one or 

two pieces you said that a dream image 

had actually served as the starting point. 

That struck me as a point of connection 

with surrealism. Also the element of 

humour. A slightly mocking, subversive 

humour seems to be a pervasive feature 

of your work. 

 

LF: Yes, I think because it keeps turning 

things around, the humour. You think you 

have got it and then it turns it around. Just 

thinking of somebody like David Lynch - I 

went completely mad on his films as well - 

I think it is the sense of something being 

completely absurd but at the same time 

you recognise it as having an emotional 

truth. It can be something quite disturbing 

or painful even.   

 

DL: To my mind it is a distinctive aspect of 

the work that it provokes quite unsettling 

emotions, and the vision of childhood, as 

we said before, is not at all a rosy or 

comforting one. What is the viewer meant 

to do with all those disturbing emotions 

and reactions? 

 

LF: I don’t know! When Annie Griffin and I 

were doing performance pieces together 

we often talked about how to make things 

that address uncomfort-able issues and 

feelings that are ugly or unpleasant 

without completely alienating people or 

making them switch off. When I have seen 

a good film, one of David Lynch’s for 

example, what I like about it is that I don’t 

necessarily understand it or take it in 

completely. That happens over days, 

months, or years. Then things about the 

film will reemerge and I can bring them 

into my understanding of the world and my 

experience of the world bit by bit. You can 

continue recalling visual details, very 

intensely visual, and hold them so that 

when you have an experience you think 

it’s just like that moment when Bob comes 

in Twin Peaks…I think that is when things 

are useful and that is what I would like 

people to take away with them from my 

sculptures. You might not necessarily like 

them but maybe they work on you over 

time. 

 

DL: Do you find yourself working through 

emotions and ideas as you are making the 

pieces because I guess that physically 

making them takes a long time? 

 

LF: Yes it does, and I do work on them 

quite intuitively. So I will know the general 

area that I am working on, what I think I 

am up to…and then it will shift and it is 

quite a scary place to be. You keep 

wanting to bring it back to where you know 

what you are doing - this is about this - but 

actually to do that is counter-productive 

because it then stops things from evolving.  
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DL: I like the way that ideas and 

associations gradually accrue to these 

objects as you are making them. 

 

LF: Yes and often they cancel each other 

out as well and I think that is quite 

important in the work. So that maybe you 

(the viewer) pick on the suicide bomber, 

but at the same time it doesn’t quite fit with 

Morris dancer or with the scale. There are 

things to keep contradicting it so you are 

never quite sure what you are looking at. 

 

DL: We were talking before, Laura, about 

your interest in psychoanalysis and your 

experience of undergoing psychoanalysis, 

and I am wondering to what extent you 

would see an analogy with the experience 

of these works - particularly when, as we 

were saying earlier, one experiences them 

in a complex installation where they trigger 

off very early memories, perhaps of one’s 

relationships to parents, and ambiguous 

and ambivalent kinds of emotions of love 

and hate that are inevitably bound up with 

that. Would you see any analogy? 

 

LF: One of my most liberating experiences 

in analysis occurred when I was going 

through a particularly bad patch with my 

work. We had spent maybe three quarters 

of an hour analysing this particular 

drawing when the analyst turned to me 

and said: ‘but it could mean anything 

though.’ It was incredibly liberating for me 

to know that; it meant that everything 

doesn’t have to be closed down. I think it 

was a period when Mary Kelly reigned 

supreme, where everything had a neat 

conceptual meaning, and that just 

completely exploded it for me. It was just 

great. You can focus on these things, you 

can talk about them, you can bring 

meaning to these things but at the same 

time it can turn them upside down and 

open it up to all sorts of things that you 

don’t know yet. 

 

DL: So each viewer in a sense is allowed 

to bring their own personal associations to 

the experience of the work? 

 

LF: Yes, very much so, and the space 

also alters them. If these were shown 

somewhere else you might have a 

completely different experience with them.   

 

DL: Is it just coincidental that these recent 

works, in terms of their resonances, seem 

to connect so directly with the shocking 

images from Abu Graib jail that have been 

dominating headlines for the past week?  

 

LF: It’s not a coincidence. When I was 

making them it was the countdown to war 

in Iraq and there was a fever pitch in the 

newspapers. Everything you read 

somehow indicated there were going to be 

bombs, that war was inevitable. It was a 

time when there were bits of powder 

floating about in people’s mail and 

everyone was getting completely paranoid 

about it. There was a sense that these 

were linked to terrorists who could have 

been anywhere. It had become quite 

surreal the whole thing, so it was a direct 

response to the times we are living in. 

 

DL: Do you think children will continue to 

be the vehicle through which you will 
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articulate your views about the world we 

live in? 

 

LF: Well, no, they are changing into these 

bearded ladies at the moment, these very 

angry, absolutely enormous, bearded 

ladies. I am not really sure where that is 

going but the figure who sits in the middle 

of them is very large. She has these two 

very large sticks covered in bells and a 

very large beard which is actually made 

out of soft furnishing. 

 

DL: I found myself thinking about the two 

new warrior figures called Some Mother’s 

Sons. Reflecting on the title, you seem to 

be saying that it is not by getting rid of all 

the George Bushes, or men in general, 

that everything would be solved. The 

maternal figure seems somehow 

implicated as well. You disrupt 

conventional stereotypes - Bang Bang the 

sweet little art terrorist for instance – but 

also refuse to see things in unambiguous 

black and white terms. Perhaps you are 

suggesting that our tendency to see things 

in absolutist terms is part of the problem?  

 

LF: In the early feminist years, there were 

a lot of conferences I used to go to and 

there were lots of discussions around how 

you depict women - that you should never 

really depict them in a negative light and 

politically it would be unwise to do that. I 

remember there being lots of drawings of 

very happy fat women; they could never 

be skinny at the time! It was these kind of 

fantasy ‘lovely lovely’ women, and if men 

were not in the world it would all be okay. 

But actually you knew that we get rages 

and destructive urges but at the time it 

was not allowed to be talked about. I 

remember seeing a Jenny Holzer show 

and I had never really liked her work much 

but she had just had a child and she had 

filled this pavilion with granite so it looked 

like this great big mausoleum and there 

were lots of things carved into the granite 

and then a lot of her light works on top of 

this granite. It was incredibly powerful 

because it was all about protecting the 

child in a sense, but also it was incredibly 

aggressive. I haven’t seen Kill Bill 2 yet but 

I imagine a pregnant woman with a 

vengeance is the scariest thing alive. The 

idea of a calm maternal figure is actually 

not part of my experience. You become 

passionately protective and you have this 

kind of fury and that was what was so 

powerful about the Jenny Holzer work. 

 

DL: I am happy to open things out now to 

questions that people might have or else 

we could move to the galleries.  

 

Audience:  I just wanted to know to what 

extent you think maternal instinct has 

dominated your work as a female artist? 

 

LF: Well, a lot. My work has always been 

about what is happening in my life and I 

have three children so it is an important 

factor. 

 

Audience: [Inaudible] 

 

LF: No, it is to do with time management. I 

am paying someone to look after the 

children so when I am in the studio it is 

incredibly focused. It might only be for 
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three hours or something but I get more 

done in those three hours than I might 

have done in a week prior to having 

children. One thing that has really 

changed is that you spend so much time 

sitting around in sandpits or wandering 

around shopping centres or John Lewis or 

something. There is a lot of aimless time 

with children where you find yourself 

staring at a pigeon and talking about a 

pigeon for half an hour or something. That 

has been incredibly good for the work 

because I have gone into the studio and 

done something and had to leave it, gone 

back out and thought ‘That is what I 

should do with the work,’ whereas if I had 

been in the studio the whole time I would 

have forced it into something. So in a way, 

real life has come into the work more and 

more and I think it has been very 

beneficial. I may have to borrow kids once 

mine grow up. 

 

Audience: You talked about wishing to 

avoid narrative but there seem to be 

allusions to children’s nursery stories in a 

number of the works.  

 

LF: I think they start to feel as though they 

are narratives but the narratives break 

down. They never really go anywhere. 

 

DL: It certainly seems to be one of the 

string of associations that so many of 

these pieces evoke, the Elephant Boys for 

example. You talked about your travels in 

India and seeing statues of Hindu gods, 

but at the same time one is also reminded 

of Babar the Elephant. 

 

LF: Yes, and Rupert the Bear and other 

figures. People keep on saying to me that 

they are so weird, and I always think: pick 

up a Rupert the Bear book. How weird is 

that? A lot of it is just to do with context. 

Also I have very early memories of 

working on my dad’s bingo. It was a prize 

bingo and for half wins you could win 

these terrible kitsch ornaments which I 

grew to love because basically they were 

lumps of plaster with a beautiful lady kind 

of painted on and yet people treasured 

them as if they were the real thing. I am 

quite interested in what we are expecting 

to see and what we project there.  

 

DL: And the element of ‘make believe’ in 

children’s play which the practice of 

installation once again seems to rely 

upon? 

 

LF:  Yes. The interesting thing about 

sculpture is it could be a dog but it is also 

just a lump of plaster. I like that materiality 

because it stops the work from being just 

purely a narrative - the sheer physicality of 

it. 

 

Audience:  [Inaudible] 

 

LF: I really do not set out to make images 

that shock and, anyway, lately I have been 

trying to make things that are more 

saleable. But then again I have been 

making these bearded ladies so there 

must be a rebellious streak in me. I was 

looking at Maurizio Cattelan’s little boys 

hanging from nooses that have just been 

taken down in Milan and I would feel very 

ambivalent about making work like that. 
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They are genuinely very shocking, 

although nothing is actually happening to 

them; it is all fantasy. Whereas Jake and 

Dinos Chapman’s work, I find that I absorb 

it too readily, kind of going ‘okay…’ Their 

images are not shocking for me, they do 

not affect me emotionally to the same 

degree.  

 

Audience:  You know the bearded lady, it 

struck me that maybe with society and the 

changes of a man’s role in society, as 

women have progressed, men have 

become more and more effeminate, so 

could the bearded lady really be a man as 

a woman in disguise? 

 

LF: No, this really is me at 6 o’clock! 

There are a lot of male elements in them 

though.  

 

DL: Thank you very much Laura. 

 



© David Lomas, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

1 

The Great Indoors  
David Lomas 

 
This essay was published as ‘El gran mundo interior’ to accompany an installation of the same name 

by Laura Ford commissioned for the newly opened Centro de Arte de Salamanca in 2002.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Laura Ford, Stags and a Boy, 2002, steel, Jesmonite, wool, and mixed media. 

 

 From whence come these two diminutive polar explorers who have so thoroughly lost their 

way as to find themselves stranded in an art gallery in Salamanca? They are like sleepwalkers who, 

were they to suddenly awaken from their slumbers, would surely be as puzzled and confused as we 

are. The sheer incongruity of their presence here is compounded by the strange encounter with five 

larger-than-life stags who keep a silent sentinel over them. As one treads a wary path amongst these 

impassive beasts one becomes not so much a detached spectator of an art exhibition as an active 
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participant in the enigmatic scenario that Laura Ford has contrived for us. Like the adventures of Alice 

in Wonderland, one is propelled into a great indoors, a psychically-charged space akin to a dream or 

fantasy where the rules and strictures governing everyday reality are momentarily relaxed, and we too 

are free to explore.  

In a manner akin to the dream, this work is woven out of memory fragments that are just as 

much the artist’s raw material as the off-cuts of fabric, old clothes and other bric-a-brac she sews 

together. It is a densely-layered quilt or tapestry whose tangled threads are drawn from personal 

experience: her memories of walking in Richmond Park where the herds of deer over time have 

grown nonchalant about humans who stride determinedly through their midst. There are 

reminiscences too of visits with her young children to Regent’s Park Zoo, and doubtless more remote 

ones of herself as a child playing with toy animals. It is worth noting as well that the viewer is not 

prevented from bringing to the work their own associations; indeed the very fact of concealment of the 

identity of the faceless boys and other characters who inhabit these psychically-charged spaces, and 

which lends the work its enigmatic allure, seems to invite or demand our intense affective 

engagement. Ford’s installations can be regarded as a blank canvas upon which the beholder 

projects something of themselves. 

Writing way back in 1967 the distinguished critic and art historian Michael Fried pinpointed an 

emergent trend in the minimalism of Donald Judd, Robert Morris and others. Fried at the time was a 

staunch acolyte and supporter of Clement Greenberg and what he objected to most about the new 

sculptural practice was the impossibility of defining its physical limits in flagrant contradiction of the 

modernist demand for autonomy and self-presence that modernism. Fried disparaged the new 

‘literalist’ sensibility for its alleged theatricality, both in its orientation towards the space that 

surrounded the work and in the immediacy of its address to the spectator. ‘The experience of literalist 

art,’ he observed, ‘is of an object in a situation − one that, virtually by definition, includes the 

beholder.’1 In spite of the fact that minimalist sculpture is not figurative, Fried believed that the 

experience for the viewer was akin to being confronted by the silent, disquieting presence of another 

person – in part a consequence of the work’s anthropomorphic scale. Though Fried’s analysis drew 

extensively from Jean-Paul Sartre’s phenomenological account of the sculpture of Alberto Giacometti 

in an essay that had been only recently translated,2 his essay was nonetheless highly prescient in 

discerning a crucial turning point in the visual arts of the late 1960s. The passage of time has seen 

the definitive eclipse of modernism and the advent of a variety of postmodern art practices that 
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embrace the very conditions of theatricality that Fried so deplored. Ford, for example, cites as a 

formative influence upon her own practice the dancer and performance artist Pina Bausch. The 

replacement of the traditional conception of a discrete and self-sufficient sculptural object by a 

situation, one in which the beholder is palpably implicated, is a salient feature of much contemporary 

object-based and installation work. In Ford’s case, the situation of installation art is typically inflected 

with connotations of a dream or phantasy. One can usefully refer here to the psychoanalytic model of 

phantasy as, according to Jean Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis, ‘still scripts (scénarios) of organised 

scenes capable of dramatisation usually in a visual form.’3 They add that the subject who experiences 

a phantasy, equivalent to our beholder, is at one and the same time both a passive onlooker and an 

active participant within the phantasy scene, where they invariably have a part to play and, crucially, 

where ‘permutations of roles and attributions are possible.’ 

 

 

Fig. 2. Laura Ford, Glove Boy 1, 2002, steel, Jesmonite, sheepskin, and mixed media. 

 

Animals crop up frequently in the dreams analysed by Sigmund Freud who ascribes to them 

the role of a surrogate for human actors, parental and other figures, whose true identity lies 

sometimes thinly concealed behind them. In the famous dream of the Wolf-Man, six identical white 

wolves that stare intently from a tree outside the Wolf-Man’s window are interpreted by Freud as 

substitutes for a threatening, castrative father. Ford’s animals function similarly. The elephant-headed 
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boys, based on the Hindu god Ganesha (who was decapitated in anger by his father and 

subsequently reassembled with the head of an elephant), are already a hybrid of human and animal. 

The stags are like a fivefold multiplied dream symbol and have about them the aspect of a pantomime 

animal which is a giveaway to the presence of a human, no doubt paternal, figure lurking within. One 

of the many sources of inspiration for the stags was Gustave Flaubert’s short story, The Legend of 

Saint Julian the Hospitator, a haunting and extravagantly violent, dream-like tale set in medieval 

times.4 There is a scene in which Julian is out hunting and comes upon a great stag, ‘a huge black 

beast, a sixteen-pointer with a white beard’ grazing with its doe and a fawn. With a cross-bow Julian 

slays the fawn, next he kills its mother, and then fires his last arrow at the great stag which does not 

fall down like the others but bounds across the dead bodies towards Julian who recoils in terror at its 

approach. ‘The huge beast stopped and with blazing eyes, solemn as a patriarch or a judge, and to 

the accompaniment of a bell tolling in the distance, it said three times: “Accursed, accursed, accursed! 

One day, cruel heart, you will kill your father and mother!”’ Ford’s stags are altogether more benign 

than this fearsome creature, but nonetheless the elephant boys are readily seen as Oedipal sons 

under the yoke of a terrible prophesy of which they themselves are blind. Close in spirit to the sense 

of the miraculous in Ford’s installation is Pisanello’s Vision of Saint Eustace (National Gallery, 

London), a sumptuous, tapestry-like picture that depicts the appearance of Christ to St. Eustace. 

Each of the dislocated sections of this darkly mysterious, nocturnal image has its own inconsistent 

perspective which fails to fully cohere with the others, and it is not farfetched to describe the overall 

patchwork effect as like a partially-condensed dream image. 
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Fig. 3. Pisanello, The Vision of Saint Eustace, c.1395, tempera on wood, 54.5 x 65.5 cm. 

National Gallery, London. 

 

 A good many of the associative connections that Ford supplies to this work pertain to 

childhood. One that she relates is of her son aged four at home dressed up in all manner of gear. In 

thrall to an elaborate private fantasy, he kept up this solitary game for hours on end. When children 

dress up or play with toys they actualise unconscious fantasies through the creation of extremely 

complicated scenarios, or situations, in a manner that bears comparison with Ford’s installation 

practice. Pursuing the analogy, we can see her upholstered ‘soft’ sculptures as harking back to the 

cuddly toys, usually animals, which are amongst a child’s earliest companions. The English analyst 

D.W. Winnicott coined the term transitional object to designate an intermediate realm of experience 

between the subjective and objective that such objects are said to occupy, somewhere ‘between the 

thumb and the teddy bear.’5 An unstable intimacy between the viewer and the sculptural object 

subverts the separateness and autonomy that modernism required of the work of art. Scale is skilfully 

manipulated to produce an ambiguous oscillation between the world of infantile experience and that of 

adulthood, thus further blurring the distinction between them.  
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Fig. 4. Eileen Agar, Angel of Anarchy, 1936/1940, fabric over plaster and 

mixed media, 520 x 317 x 336 cm. Tate Modern, London. 

 

Apart from children’s toys, there is an evident affinity with the surrealist object. One thinks of 

Meret Oppenheim’s trussed up and fur-covered objects; or Man Ray’s Enigma of Isidore Ducasse, its 

suggestively human forms covered in fabric and bound in string; and especially Eileen Agar’s 

blindfolded Angel of Anarchy, a memorable icon of English surrealism whose face is wrapped with 

assorted strips of brightly patterned fabric and festooned with beads and other decorations. The 

whacky, offbeat humour of Ford’s sculptural assemblages combined with an emphatic 

anthropomorphism also owes something, one suspects, to the collective surrealist game of the 

cadavre exquis. One of the best known is a composite figure by Miró, Tanguy and Man Ray who 

balances on tennis rackets rather like the snowshoes with which Ford has equipped her would-be 

explorers. Commentators have been noticeably reluctant to admit any place for surrealism in the 

genesis of contemporary object-based art, yet all the indications are that such a parentage is 

irrefutable. As Michael Fried astutely observed in the essay ‘Art and Objecthood’: 
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There is a deep affinity between literalists and surrealist sensibility… both resort to a 

similar anthropomorphizing of objects or conglomerations of objects… both are capable 

of achieving remarkable effects of ‘presence’; and both tend to deploy and isolate objects 

and persons in situations… This affinity can be summed up by saying that surrealist 

sensibility, as manifested in the work of certain artists, and literalist sensibility are both 

theatrical.6  

One of the most disconcerting properties of the stags and elephant boys is their 

sightlessness. The blazing eyes of the huge stag in Flaubert’s oneiric tale have been replaced by 

blank opacities. Yet paradoxically this does not lessen our sense of relatedness to these objects, the 

impression of being confronted by ‘the silent presence of another person,’ as Fried characterised his 

response to minimalist objects. It is as though Ford had pondered the question of how a sculptor can 

truly represent the gaze of another person and rejected as false the solution adopted by traditional 

sculptors who carved an ovoid shape from marble and drilled a hole in the middle to represent the 

portal of vision. Such coldly inert organs are the very negation of what they purport to show, since as 

Jacques Lacan states: ‘The gaze I encounter ... is not a seen gaze, but a gaze imagined by me in the 

field of the Other.’7   

The blind driven-ness of the elephant boys illuminates the compulsive nature of the 

unconscious instinctual drives. If, however, they seem possessed of an excessive, almost demonic 

energy, the obliteration of their faces at the same time implies its converse, a cancellation of individual 

existence. Swaddled in protective clothing, it is as though they have been unintentionally smothered 

by a mother’s love. Cocooned, in a state of suspended animation, they are poised between being and 

nothingness. Their intimate relationship to non-being is expressed above all in the way that space 

surrounds and envelops them. As Sartre wrote of one of Giacometti’s many portraits of his brother 

Diego, though the same could equally well be said of the heroically striding figures that are among 

Giacometti’s most brilliant sculptures (of which Ford’s striding boys are like a demotic copy, half-

serious, half-parodic): ‘Nothingness encloses him, nothing supports him, nothing contains him; he 

appears all alone within the vast frame of empty space.’8 Another of Ford’s acknowledged literary 

sources of inspiration is a novel by Beryl Bainbridge, The Birthday Boys, based on the ill-fated 

Antarctic expedition of Robert Falconer Scott and his men in which the entire expedition party 

tragically perished.9 Given these existential references, the all-consuming whiteness of the gallery 

space becomes synonymous with death and non-being. One little boy hauls along a motley collection 



© David Lomas, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

8 

of objects: a wrecked bike, some horseshoes (possibly referring to the ponies Scott took with him). 

The other pulls something that looks ominously like a body zipped up in a sleeping bag wheeled along 

on a toddler’s pushchair. Does this dead weight refer to an event from the past, the baggage of 

psychological traumas that all of us carry, or some future destiny towards which they trudge 

unknowingly? The fundamental aim of the instincts, Freud asserted, is to return the living organism to 

an inanimate state, and hence the evolution of life is only a series of ever more complicated détours 

along the same path. ‘The aim of all life is death’ he famously concluded.10 Ford’s explorers may 

appear to have lost their way but we can be quite sure they will reach their inevitable destination. 

No doubt Ford gently lampoons a familiar stereotype of heroic male activity with her hapless 

explorers, that Edwardian boy’s own world of outdoor adventure and bonhomie that is ruthlessly 

dissected by Bainbridge in The Birthday Boys. Ford herself admits to parodying Joseph Beuys, the 

German artist who cultivated the image of a modern shaman and whose use of felt and fat as 

signature materials refers to his near miraculous survival under freezing conditions during wartime 

following a plane crash by wrapping himself in felt and by eating lard - a largely apocryphal story as it 

turns out, but one that is responsible for the enormous prestige that Beuys still enjoys, according to 

Ford, as a role model among male art students (until recently she was a teacher of fine artists at a 

London college). The elephant boys project an image of padded impregnability. Their trunk is a 

hypertrophied phallus that they display proudly and a luxuriant growth of pubic hair, likewise displaced 

from its anatomical locus, sprouts from their sleeves. But the mismatch between this overblown 

display of masculine virility and the actual diminutive (pre-pubertal) size of the boys has the effect of 

subtly deflating it, revealing its pretence. Neither are the stags decked out in macho combat fatigues 

quite as invincible as the impressive reach of their antlers indicates. The antlers, a highly visible sign 

of male prestige in the animal world, are rendered slightly tattered - notice also how some of the 

branches droop - and the pantomime aspect of the beasts makes them into a figure of fun, the butt of 

a joke. 

Like the unseeing creatures who inhabit Ford’s imaginary world, we too would be blind if we 

failed to recognise something of ourselves in their predicament. Their frailty and vulnerability as well 

as their defences speak of a more general, inescapably human condition. Ford is a modern day 

moralist who reminds us of our follies. She is every bit a worthy successor to Francisco Goya who 

was also, like her, an acute observer of children and the ways in which their world sheds light on ours. 

Her work is leavened by humour and a strong sense of absurdity. Theatrical, it is a theatre of the 
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absurd. The elephant boys struggling vainly under their impossible burdens recall the ludicrous scene 

in Dalí and Luis Buñuel’s film Un Chien andalou of a man attempting to haul a rotten donkey atop a 

grand piano. Their efforts are wasted, futile. Midway through their abortive quest to reach the 

southern pole, Scott and his men discovered they had been beaten there by a Norwegian, Roald 

Amundsen, yet they pressed on regardless. When we laugh at the obstinate persistence of these little 

adventurers in the face of certain defeat we assuredly laugh at ourselves. 

 

                                     
1 Michael Fried, ‘Art and Objecthood’ (1967), in Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (eds.), Art in Theory, 
1900-1990, Oxford, 1992, 825. 
2 Giacometti’s Copernican revolution, writes Sartre, was to shift sculpture away from the task of 
embodying being toward a sculpture of situated appearance. See Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘The Quest for 
the Absolute’ (1948), in Essays in Aesthetics, trans. Wade Baskin, London, 1964, 101. 
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Eyes, Lies and Illusions 
Hayward Gallery, London, 7 October 2004 – 3 January 2005 
 

The immensely successful Hayward Gallery exhibition Eyes, Lies and Illusions marked the 

provisional end of a whole series of shows centred on objects drawn from the collection of the 

German experimental film-maker, professor and curator Werner Nekes. Like Devices of 

Wonder: From the World in a Box to Images on a Screen at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles 

(2001/02), Ich sehe was, was du nicht siehst! Sehmaschinen und Bilderwelten at the Museum 

Ludwig Cologne (2002/03) and Die Wunderkammer des Sehens: Aus der Sammlung Werner 

Nekes at the Landesmuseum Joanneum in Graz (2003/04), Eyes, Lies and Illusions explored 

the history of optical invention and ‘pre-cinematic’ media, and at the same time examined the 

reliability of visual perception.1 As the exhibition titles indicate and a closer look at the actual 

installations confirms, these shows encapsulate two main tendencies discernible in art history 

and in the art world more generally in recent years: on the one hand, the increasing interest in 

the relationship between art and science, and on the other hand, the ubiquitous references and 

allusions to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century tradition of the cabinet of curiosities. 

 

Compared to the former exhibitions, the London show went further and provided an additional, 

illuminating perspective by integrating the works of eight contemporary artists into the historic 

material. By taking up the theme of illusion and ambiguity of perception and thus reflecting on 

the objects of the Nekes Collection, the works of Christian Boltanski, Carsten Höller, Ann 

Veronica Janssens, Anthony McCall, Tony Oursler, Markus Raetz, Alfons Schilling and Ludwig 

Wilding – some of which had been exclusively commissioned, altered or renewed for the 

Hayward Gallery installation – contributed both a certain depth of reflection and a corrective to 

the exhibition. Whenever the visitor risked being overwhelmed by the experience of wonder and 

amazement at the sheer abundance of instruments and devices of visual deception, the 

interspersed installations of, say, Oursler or Janssens, even though no less stunning, reminded 

him or her of his twenty-first-century knowledge that the sense of sight is seldom a trustworthy 

partner of the mind. 
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In the small room reserved for the objects by Markus Raetz, the Swiss artist’s sculpture Groß 

und Klein – Ansichten A, B und C (Large and Small – Views A, B and C) of 1992/93 for instance 

changed its appearance according to the position of the viewer. When we gradually moved 

around the table with the two objects on it – because walking around a sculpture is what we had 

learned as the appropriate way of grasping its quality to extend in space – we made a surprising 

discovery: we saw either a big bottle and a small glass, a big glass and a small glass, or a big 

glass and a small bottle. Which view is the ‘right’ one? Impressively illustrating that there is no 

single point of view, Raetz’s sculptures entered into a dialogue with the various double pictures 

and anamorphoses on display in the ‘Riddles of Perspective’ and ‘Deceiving the Mind’ sections. 

Moreover, they made explicit the underlying principle of the whole show: the vital role of the 

spectator who, through his or her active intervention only, fully completes the work of art. 

 

The visitor was encouraged to set out on an explorer’s journey through a course displayed over 

two levels of the gallery and arranged around eight main themes such as ‘Shadowplay,’ ‘Riddles 

of Perspective,’ ‘Enhancing the Eye,’ ‘Deceiving the Mind,’ ‘Persistence of Vision’ and ‘Moving 

in Time.’ Any initial scepticism as to whether it would be possible – as claimed by the exhibition 

leaflet – to create a world of wonders and an atmosphere of magic inside what is agreed upon 

as the prototype of plain 1960s ‘brutalist’ concrete architecture, was instantly dispelled by the 

elaborate installation working with a subtle choreography of light and sound. In the 

‘Shadowplay’ section, for example, daylight was completely blocked out in order to accentuate 

Christian Boltanski’s shadows of ghosts and devils which, howling and moaning, were hovering 

across the walls. At the beginning of each section, short texts illustrated their respective scope 

and provided the viewer with a succinct historical outline, while avoiding the didactic trap of 

swamping us with information and thus depriving us of the opportunity to discover the objects at 

our own pace and according to our own backgrounds and motivations. 
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Christian Boltanski, Les Ombres (Shadows), 1986, installation view, electric fan, light bulb, 
mixed media. © the artist. 

 

‘Come and play:’ spectator participation2 

The images, instruments, objects and devices on display demanded an active and alert viewer 

ready to investigate, to try out, to play. Whether we were watching ourselves in convex and 

concave distorting mirrors, or suddenly found ourselves pushed into the role of a voyeur when 

passing in front of a wall honeycombed with peepholes; whether we stepped into the ‘Ames 

Room’ where we appeared in turn shrunken and enlarged to fellow visitors who peered through 

the hole in the outer wall, or entered the camera obscura on the Hayward Gallery terrace; 

whether we looked at the various anamorphoses, forcing us to try out different positions in front 

of the picture, or at ‘upside-down heads’ and ‘puzzle pictures’ – almost every object, if not 

actively involving all our senses, at least challenged our visual sense in more than one way. 

Given the incredible number of over one thousand displayed objects which required active 

participation and questioned long-established viewing habits, the danger of exhausting the 

visitor’s attention span was considerable. But what the sheer quantity of exhibits conveyed, 

aside from the overall, ambitious aim to explore the art and artifice of visual perception from the 

Renaissance to the present day, was the desire of a collector to amass objects like fetishes, led 
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by the practical purpose to assemble visual aids for his university lectures, but equally driven by 

an outright fascination – if not obsession – with accumulating curious objects. The connection 

between collecting and fetishism was impressively illuminated by a little performance Nekes 

gave during a round-table discussion introducing the show: asked why he collects, he 

wordlessly took a contoured stick out of his breast pocket. When he shone a torch onto it, the 

silhouette of a woman appeared on the wall.3 

 

 

Delectare et prodesse: the Werner Nekes Collection 

In the course of the last three decades, Werner Nekes has created an extraordinary collection 

of optical instruments, scientific treatises, illusionistic images and whimsical ephemera which is 

regarded as one of the most encyclopaedic in the world. The more than 25,000 objects not only 

demonstrate 500 years of optical inventions and trickery, but also display the prehistory of 

audio-visual media such as photography and film. 

 

In the summer of 2004, the Nekes Collection persistently caught the attention of the German 

media and art world when, after months of tenacious negotiations, Nekes’ hometown 

Mülheim/Ruhr in Northrhine-Westphalia suddenly decided not to purchase the collection. 

Instead of realising a project to give the collection a permanent home by building a media 

museum called ‘Iris’ in an unused water-tower – which already houses the biggest walk-in 

camera obscura in the world, created by Nekes between 1981 and 1991 – the local politicians 

chose to acquire the considerably smaller, less expensive collection of the Wuppertal-based 

collector Karl-Heinz W. Steckelings, which by no means reaches the quality of the Nekes 

Collection (celebrated in exhibitions in Japan, the United States and all over Europe). Ever 

since, the failed purchase of the Nekes Collection is commonly considered a paradigm of short-

sighted, narrow-minded German local cultural politics. 

 

It was when Nekes, the award-winning film-maker, professor, and guest lecturer at numerous 

international universities, colleges and academies, wrote an early text about thaumatropes – 

discs with complementary motifs depicted on either side which, as soon as the disc is manually 



© Marion Endt, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 
 

5 

rotated at speed, are superimposed on each other so that they merge optically – that he first felt 

the urge to hold such a device in his own hands. Accordingly, his collection sprang both from 

the childlike pleasure of possessing objects in order to touch them and play with them and from 

his determination to use them as teaching aids. If the Hayward Gallery exhibition intended to 

enchant the visitor and enlighten him or her at the same time, the collector Werner Nekes 

perfectly exemplifies these principles, for throughout his career as a collector he was at no point 

satisfied with merely amassing objects, but constantly sought to reconstruct their history, to 

analyse their effects, and to search for interactions between them.4 In a truly creative approach 

to his collection, he produced a series of six films entitled Media Magica (1986-97), which might 

be regarded as a kind of alternative inventory. One of his most influential contributions to the 

field of film studies seems to be his ‘Kine-Theorie’ that he first presented at a 1976 UNESCO 

symposium in Paris. According to Nekes, a ‘kine,’ the smallest unit of filmic information, is 

created when the spectator blends two consecutive images into a third inside his or her mind – 

the very activity that enables us to perceive a series of single pictures in rapid succession as 

moving pictures, as a coherent, consistant film.5 

 

T. H. McAllister, Magic Lantern Slide, paint on glass, Philadelphia, c. 1880. 
© Werner Nekes Collection. 

 

Several stories at different levels: the art of deception 

The particular fascination of the Nekes Collection is largely due to its versatility. The enormous 

variety of objects – ranging from a seditious French chess set of 1825 whose pawns and 

bishops cast the shadow profile of Napoleon on a wall when lit from behind, to a magic lantern 

slide of c.1880 showing a dance of death – allowed the Hayward Gallery show to cover a wide 

range of different aspects of optical illusions (scientific discovery versus popular entertainment, 

truth versus deception, philosophical enquiry versus magical trickery, the serious versus the 
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frivolous, to name but a few) and thus to appeal to both the visitor’s wish to understand and his 

or her desire to plunge into ‘Wonderland’ alike. 

 

By the same token, Werner Nekes’ collection provides illustrative material for divergent strands 

of research. As Marina Warner, curatorial advisor on the exhibition, puts it in her essay ‘Camera 

Ludica,’ published in the exhibition catalogue: ‘The profusion of instruments for sleight of hand 

and eye in Werner Nekes’ collection tells several stories at different levels.’6 The story Warner 

unravels in her essay deals with the course the history of optical illusion has travelled, from 

religious belief in magic, to scientific scrutiny, to spectacle and entertainment. Referring to 

stages in the history and philosophy of perception and consciousness throughout (Aristotle, 

Descartes), she traces back the nature of illusion to the ‘master of lies,’ the Devil of medieval 

Christian tradition, who conjures visions and provokes illusions because he is denied the power 

to create. In the seventeenth century the Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher tried to demonstrate 

through experiments with lenses and mirrors that optical illusions are neither miracles 

performed by God nor mischievous pranks played by the Devil. Thereby, he initiated a wave of 

scientific research that, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, led to an increase in the 

invention of optical instruments. As soon as their potential to entertain the masses had been 

discovered, public camera obscuras, magic lantern shows, panoramas and halls of mirrors 

began to spread all over Europe. Along with ‘philosophical toys’ such as stereoscopes or 

thaumatropes, they fuelled the quest to produce durable images of the world, to set them in 

motion and to project them, and thus inevitably resulted in the development of photography and 

animated pictures. 
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Lantern of Fear, from: Gulielmo Jacobo s’Gravesande ‘Physices Elementa Mathematica’, 
Geneva, 1748. © Werner Nekes Collection. 

 

Laurent Mannoni, a collector like Werner Nekes and expert on the ‘archaeology’ of cinema 

employed at the Cinémathèque Française in Paris, focuses on the history of the latter in his 

catalogue essay ‘The Art of Deception.’ In the term ‘art of deception’ or, in the French original, 

‘art trompeur,’ he subsumes the phenomena of: 

...fixed and moving shadows; silhouettes; tricks with mirrors; camera obscuras and 

lucidas; anamorphoses; peep-shows; dioptrical paradoxes; magic lanterns; 

phantasmagorias; stroboscopic discs; zoetrope strips; seditious, faked, panoramic, 

dioramic or day-night transformation images; chronophotographic and 

cinematographic pictures, and so on …7 

Mannoni considers Etienne-Jules Marey a key figure in the process culminating in the 

development of cinematographic techniques: the French physiologist’s ‘graphical method’ to 

record movements of the human body was paramount for the invention of chronophotography, 

the first photographic method to capture movement in time on a single plate through a special 

shutter technique. In an effective conclusion to his essay, Mannoni argues that ‘deceptive’ art 

not only brought cinema into existence, but also played a crucial role in the development of 

abstract art and vigorously reverberated in the art of the Italian futurists, Marcel Duchamp and 

the surrealists. To substantiate this point of view, he draws an interesting parallel between 

Marey’s ‘graphical method’ and André Breton’s definition of automatic writing in his First 
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Surrealist Manifesto of 1924 where he famously refers to the surrealist poets as ‘recording 

instruments’ transcribing the surreal elements embedded in reality.8 

 

 

Marcel Duchamp, Rotoreliefs, 6 cardboard disks, Paris, 1935. Photograph: courtesy 
Rheinisches Bildarchiv Köln (A. Wagner). Werner Nekes Collection. © DACS. 

 

The surrealist subtext: multiple imagery, anamorphosis and photography 

Of the different stories the Hayward Gallery show told, it seems appropriate in this context to 

single out one that evokes between the lines the surrealist endeavour. For even though no 

surrealist works in a narrow sense were included in the installation – leaving aside 

reconstructions of Duchamp’s Rotorelief discs of 1935 – the spirit of Breton, Max Ernst, René 

Magritte, and above all Salvador Dalí was omnipresent.9 Aspects of the surrealist subtext 

running through the exhibition range from the aforementioned partnership of art and science 

and the constant juxtaposition of heterogeneous objects in general, to the ludic element, the 

interactive challenges presented to the viewer and, on a somewhat obscurer level, the virtual 

picture gallery that automatically opened up in one’s mind, containing works by Duchamp, Ernst 

and Dalí. The two Grandville drawings First Dream: Crime and Expiation and Second Dream: a 

Promenade in the Sky (both 1847), displayed in a show-case in the ‘Persistence of Vision’ 

section, looked like surrealist images avant la lettre; moreover, they triggered a whole chain of 
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associations, since the former not only had been reproduced in Georges Bataille’s Documents 

(1:4, 1929) in order to illustrate the dictionary entry on the eye in which he also discussed Luis 

Buñuel’s and Dalí’s An Andalusian Dog but also had influenced Dalí’s painting One Second 

Before Awakening from a Dream Provoked by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate 

(1944). 

 

In their search for visual means adequate for seizing the internal and external components of 

reality, for capturing the irrational, the unconscious, the ‘formless’ and the invisible, the 

surrealists were increasingly attracted by optical effects and fascinated by technological 

inventions in the field of photography. This is especially true of Dalí who, regarding himself as 

swimming ‘between two bodies of water, the cold water of art and the warm water of science,’10 

was interested in the relations between eye and mind, vision and perception, thought and 

illusion.11 Hence he began to carry out experiments with double images, hidden pictures and 

perspectival distortions which, from the 1930s onwards, laid the foundations for the 

development and perfection of his ‘paranoiac-critical technique.’ To demonstrate this concept, 

he reproduced the postcard photograph of an African village in Le Surréalisme au service de la 

révolution (1:3, 1931) – both horizontally and turned by 90 degrees. Seen vertically, he had 

spontaneously read it as a Picasso head, whereas Breton had seen a profile of the Marquis de 

Sade in it. What Communication: Paranoiac Face illustrated was that an alternative reading of a 

picture can reveal itself according to the viewer’s personal obsessions and preoccupations. This 

discovery encouraged him consequently to produce a series of large canvases with dazzlingly 

complex double, triple and up to sixfold imagery. Well-known examples include The Endless 

Enigma and Apparition of Face and Fruit Dish on a Beach (both 1938); in both, a rocky beach 

scenery is composed of such elements as a fruit dish, a dog and a hallucinatory face. 

 

A comparison of Dalí’s multiple imagery with its early precursors displayed at the Hayward 

Gallary exhibition corroborates the disturbing effect of the former. The Nekes Collection 

contains a series of Italian copperplate engravings of c. 1700 showing so-called ‘upside-down 

heads’ which are accompanied by sometimes moralising or flippant couplets pointing to their 

‘secret’ (‘Son Gatto se mi guardi al primo aspetto ma Voltami, e vedrai un altro oggetto’ – ‘I’m a 
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cat at first sight, but turn me around and you will see another object’). Turned upside down, they 

read as cat or Turk, old man or young boy, philosopher or vanitas skull. Like the 

anthropomorphic and zoomorphic landscapes of the German copperplate engraver Johann 

Martin Will, in which a hunting scene taking place in a forest can be read as a hyena (The Stag 

Hunt, c. 1780), a hill surmounted by a ruin as a human head, or a projecting cliff as the head of 

a bearded old man (both c. 1780), ‘upside-down heads’ require an active, ‘mechanical’ effort in 

order to reveal their ambiguity to the viewer. The manual actions of turning the picture around or 

the bending of the head cause the alternative image to immediately congeal. Similarly 

unequivocal in their polyvalence are ‘puzzle pictures,’ such as the heads composed of female 

nudes depicted on a series of French postcards of c.1900 which recall the composite heads and 

figures of Arcimboldo: once the attentive viewer has detected the second reading, it remains 

stable. In counterpoint to this, a picture like Dalí’s The Endless Enigma, offering no less than six 

alternative readings, is more likely to keep its secret, as the title already indicates. The 

associative psychic effort that causes the image to switch has to be continuously – endlessly – 

repeated; the image does not solidify but remains unsettled and thereby unsettles the viewer. 
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Le bon-vivant, maker unknown, postcard, France. © Werner Nekes Collection. 

 

The objective of destabilising the position of the viewer runs like a silver thread through Dalí’s 

œuvre. Another technique he experimented with in this respect is anamorphosis, the severe 

distortion of linear perspective which makes a picture look odd and deformed when viewed 

head on, but resolves when seen from an oblique angle. The classic, most famous and certainly 

best-researched example of an anamorphosis occurs in Hans Holbein the Younger’s The 

Ambassadors (1533): an obscure object stretching diagonally across the lower part of the 

otherwise ‘conventional’ picture that turns out to be a skull when viewed from a particular 

position to the right, at the level of the ambassador’s heads. The visitor to the Hayward Gallery 

show was confronted with an abstrusely elongated, giraffe-like animal which, seen from below, 

transformed into a leopard (Joseph Friedrich Leopold, Leopard, c. 1700). Other examples of 

anamorphic pictures on display included circular distortions which, in order to decipher their 

(mostly gallant) meanings, had to be viewed in pyramidal, cylindrical or conical mirrors placed in 

their centres, as well as textual anamorphoses – among them a series of twentieth-century 
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French postcards containing ‘hidden’ messages like ‘Je vous aime’ or ‘Toujours à toi.’ While 

these objects play with the principle of concealment and revelation in a context of chivalry and 

pleasantry and therefore rather fall into the category of game and entertainment, most of the 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century anamorphoses generate a feeling of severe disorientation. 

The invention, systematisation and application of linear perspective by Brunelleschi, Alberti and 

Massaccio in early fifteenth-century Italy had guaranteed the viewer a fixed position in front of 

the picture which he or she from that time on perceived as a finestra aperta opening up on a 

stable world in order. It is this very security in relation to the surrounding world that perspectival 

distortions such as anamorphoses all of a sudden radically called into question: the viewer’s 

displacement vis-à-vis the picture tellingly mirrored his or her shifting standpoint in an 

increasingly complex and contingent world. 

 

It is precisely this feeling of uncertainty that Dalí’s manipulations of perspective produce, but 

with a slightly different implication: here, anamorphic shapes as well as incongruities of scale 

and proportion run counter to the dominance of visual perception Duchamp had uncovered as 

the main characteristic of modern painting since Courbet and particularly impressionism.12 

Duchamp and Dalí, both vehemently rejecting the idea that looking at a painting should only 

involve the eyes, explored techniques that undermine a purely ‘retinal’ reading of the image. As 

perception is an infinitely complex mechanism that depends upon vision located in a mind inside 

a body moving in time and space, painting had to address itself to all facets of human 

experience. 

 

A third strand of optics and optical inventions Dalí was interested in and made use of as a 

pictorial means of expression throughout his career is photography. Even before he officially 

joined the surrealist group, he was deeply convinced of the poetic qualities of photography. 

Given its capacity to surprise and to lay bare the hitherto unseen and unimagined, he referred to 

it as ‘THE MOST SECURE VEHICLE FOR POETRY and the most agile process for capturing 

the most delicate osmoses that are formed between reality and surreality.’13 The potential of 

photography to outdo real-time perception by focusing on and thus irreversibly fixing tiny details 

which would otherwise go unnoticed – in Dalí’s own words: ‘A simple change of scale provokes 
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unusual similarities, and brings out existing – though undreamt of – analogies’14 – is exactly 

what Walter Benjamin later called ‘das Optisch-Unbewußte,’ its ‘optical unconscious.’15 Making 

use of photography as a poetic medium, Dalí began to incorporate photographs into his pictures 

and to develop a hyper-exact, photographic-realist style as the distinguishing feature of his 

paintings, which he significantly referred to as ‘instantaneous color photography done by 

hand.’16 

 

To the same extent, Dalí was fascinated by the devices invented in the nineteenth century to 

generate the illusion of movement in time. Apart from his excursions into the genre of film, 

namely his collaborations with Buñuel in An Andalusian Dog (1929) and The Golden Age 

(1930), he was familiar with all the optical ‘toys’ the visitor of the Hayward Gallery show had the 

possibility to examine in depth: the phenakistiscope, the zoetrope, the praxinoscope, and the 

stereoscope. The zoetrope, a drum-like instrument with parallel vertical slits through which a 

sequence of single pictures painted on a strip could be seen ‘in movement’ when the cylinder 

was rotated, had also inspired a prominent image in Max Ernst’s collage novel A Little Girl 

Dreams of Taking the Veil (1930). Searching for an appropriate visualisation of the little girl’s 

dream, Ernst came across the picture of a zoetrope showing the different phases of a bird in 

flight reproduced in La Nature and placed his heroine at its centre (In my Dovecote). 

 

Dalí, still exploring traditional optical technologies in order to find fresh and original means of 

expression, began to experiment with stereoscopic paintings towards the end of his career. 

Stereoscopes, binocular devices which cause two nearly identical pictures to merge and spring 

into three-dimensionality, had become one of the most popular pastimes in nineteenth-century 

homes. Duchamp, equally preoccupied with the possibilities the field of optics offered, had 

transformed a pair of found stereographic photographs into his rectified readymade Handmade 

Stereopticon Slide (1918/19). 

 

The particular fascination of the Hayward Gallery show was largely due to the fact that it 

succeeded in opening up different avenues: the strikingly large number of children among the 

visitors were offered ‘toys’ to play with, those determined to learn about the history of 
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photography and film found documents and illustrative material to do so, others were invited to 

unravel a surrealist subtext. But what this kaleidoscope of optical illusions made obvious to 

every viewer regardless of age, education or intention, was that visual perception is a 

marvellous and – despite all scientific research and philosophical attempts to penetrate it – still 

mysterious mechanism. To quote Dalí: 

I bear with me a precious apparatus which I invented two months ago and by 

means of which I will realise the major part of my new pictures. Rather than a 

horrible, hard and mechanical photographic apparatus, it resembles the minuscule 

and delicate apparatus of a colour television. But the most wonderful thing: It is 

entirely soft! … Yes! An eye!17 

 

 

Marion Endt 
University of Manchester 

 

 

                                                
1 The Cologne exhibition title alludes to a children’s game the English equivalent of which is ‘I 
spy with my little eye.’ The literal translation would be: ‘I can see something you can’t. Optical 
devices and image worlds.’ The Graz exhibition title, like Devices of Wonder, evokes the 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century cabinet of curiosities (The Optical Cabinet of Wonders: from 
the Werner Nekes Collection). 
 
2 See the exhibition leaflet which addresses several invitations of this kind to the visitor. 
 
3 For an account of this episode see Camelia Gupta, ‘Seeing Isn’t Always Believing At The 
Hayward Gallery,’ www.24hourmuseum.org.uk/london/news/ART24467.html. 
 
4 His publications include for example a useful dictionary of terms related to the field, an online 
version of which can be accessed at www.wernernekes.de/navigation_haupt.htm. Extracts were 
published as a glossary in the Cologne exhibition catalogue in German (Bodo von Dewitz and 
Werner Nekes (eds), Ich Sehe Was, Was Du Nicht Siehst! Sehmaschinen und Bilderwelten. Die 
Sammlung Werner Nekes, Cologne, Museum Ludwig, 2002) and translated into English for the 
London exhibition catalogue (Laurent Mannoni, Werner Nekes and Marina Warner, Eyes, Lies 
and Illusions, London, Hayward Gallery, 2004, 193-237). 
 
5 Werner Nekes, ‘Bilderwelten,’ in Uta Brandes (ed.), Sehsucht. Über die Veränderung der 
visuellen Wahrnehmung, Göttingen, Schriftenreihe Forum, 4, 1995, 95-102. 
 
6 Marina Warner, ‘Camera Ludica,’ in Eyes, Lies and Illusions, 21. 
 
7 Laurent Mannoni, ‘The Art of Deception,’ in Eyes, Lies and Illusions, 43. 
 
8 André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane, Ann 
Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1974, 28 (italics in original). The exhibition catalogue as a 
whole unfortunately does not maintain the balance the show managed to keep between a desire 
for effects and scholarly expertise. Instead of countless ‘puzzle pictures’ or images dependent 
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upon effects of the light (which lose much of their fascination when reproduced), one would wish 
to find a greater range of essays, particularly providing in-depth information on the 
contemporary artists involved. In this respect, the Hayward Gallery publication cannot compare 
with the catalogue of the 2002/03 Cologne show which includes nine essays – thorough 
examinations of different phenomena and themes such as shadow images, the camera obscura 
and lucida, the laterna magica, hidden pictures, the mobile spectator, chronophotography, the 
panorama, and collecting visual media (Ich Sehe Was, Was Du Nicht Siehst!). 
 
9 For a discussion of Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs and his investigation into optics in general see 
Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1993, 94-146. 
 
10 Salvador Dalí, ‘The Conquest of the Irrational’ (1935), in The Collected Writings of Salvador 
Dalí, ed. and trans. Haim Finkelstein, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998, 264. 
 
11 For a comprehensive survey of Dalí’s interest in the field of optics see Dawn Ades (ed.), Dalí’s 
Optical Illusions, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2000. A useful examination of the influence 
of perspectival machines and photographic techniques on artistic creation at the time of their 
invention is provided by Martin Kemp in his study The Science of Art. Optical Themes in 
Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1990, particularly 
167-220 (chapter IV: ‘Machines and marvels’). 
 
12 See Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, trans. Ron Padgett, London, Thames 
and Hudson, 1971, 43. 
 
13 Dalí, ‘The Photographic Data’ (1929), in The Collected Writings of Salvador Dalí, 68 (capitals 
in original). 
 
14 Dalí, ‘Photography: Pure Creation of the Spirit’ (1927), in The Collected Writings of Salvador 
Dalí, 47. 
 
15 Walter Benjamin, ‘Kleine Geschichte der Photographie,’ in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. II/1, ed. 
Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhäuser, Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 1977, 371. 
 
16 Dalí, ‘The Conquest of the Irrational,’ in The Collected Writings of Salvador Dalí, 265. 
 
17 Dalí (under the pseudonym of Felipe Jacinto), ‘Le Dernier Scandale de Salvador Dalí,’ in OUI 
2: L’archangélisme scientifique, Paris: Denoël/Gonthier, 1971, 110 (‘J’emporte avec moi un 
précieux appareil que j’ai inventé il y a deux mois et avec lequel je réaliserai la majeure partie 
de mes nouvelles peintures. Il ressemble davantage à un minuscule et fragile appareil de 
télévision en couleurs qu’à un affreux, rébaratif et mécanique appareil photographique. Mais la 
chose la plus étonnante : il est entièrement mou! ... Oui! Un œil,’ my translation). 
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Flesh at War with Enigma, Kunsthalle Basel, September – 

November 2004 

 

The title of the exhibition Flesh at War with Enigma is a play on the phrase ‘aesthetics at war with 

enigma’ coined by the French designer Jean-Michel Frank (1895-1941). Frank established his 

reputation for stark simple designs for the Paris apartment of the Vicomte and Vicomtesse de 

Noailles, Charles and Marie-Laurie, who were patrons of the surrealists and other artists in Paris 

for many years. In this displacement of aesthetics in favour of carnality we encounter one of the 

key characteristics of the surrealist image, but in this context of design it also suggests a 

provocative alliance between the objects of art and objects of design that filled the de Noailles’ 

apartment. Yet, the range of work on display in this exhibition does not draw directly on those 

processes and forms associated with surrealism, such as automatism or the mechanisms of 

condensation and displacement in the symbolically functioning object or dream image. Curated 

by Anke Kempkes, recently appointed by the Kunsthalle’s new director Adam Szymczyk, the 

exhibition instead places emphasis on how artists might reinterpret surrealism in accordance with 

contemporary concerns: 

In Flesh at War with Enigma a voice in contemporary art can be heard reiterating surreal 

forms and motifs so as to express the physical anew in the face of historical and social 

restrictions. Surreal compositions turn up as prospective knowledge, as a perverse 

delight and a volatile narrative that runs counter to conventional meanings, to what to us 

seems known, familiar, safe.1 

 

There are two aspects of this exhibition that overturn our conventional ideas of surrealism: firstly, 

the legacy of surrealism bypasses the mainstream movement centred in Paris around André 

Breton and Georges Bataille; secondly, the display of the exhibition initially seems closer to 

modernist conventions of the white cube. These two factors come together in the figure of Alina 

Szapocznikow (1926-1973), a Polish sculptor whose use of materials like foam, grass, resin and 

wax displaces the dominance of symbolic forms commonly associated with the surrealist image. 
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Her oeuvre appears to be the inspiration for newly commissioned works by contemporary artists 

that constitute the rest of the display. Szapocznikow is an odd choice as a progenitor of 

contemporary surrealist art. She was never directly involved with the movement but was 

associated with the Nouveaux Réalistes and championed by Pierre Restany. Her use of casts of 

the body emerged in later work that bore greater affinities to surrealism and seemed to have 

struck a chord with Marcel Duchamp and others.2 Aspects of her work have been associated with 

the writings of Bataille and the notion of transgression. Her early years in Prague may have 

brought her into contact with the work of the Czech surrealists. She was certainly a member of 

the Czech Communist Party and wrestled with questions of the private self, common to artists 

living under Communism in the post-war climate.3 She survived the concentration camps but died 

young leaving behind an extraordinary oeuvre rarely seen in Western Europe.4  

 

 

Alina Szapocznikow, Illuminated Lips (Lampe - bouche II / Usta iluminowane II), 1966, polyester, 

metal. Photograph: Serge Hasenböhler. © Piotr Stanislawski, Paris. 

 

The legacy of surrealism appears here as a response to the carnality of the object in 

Szapocznikow’s work. Kempkes points to a fusion of bodies and objects:  
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The physical becomes object and the object a chimera of flesh and mechanics. The 

moment they interpenetrate, something puzzling, enigmatic emerges, a hybridization of 

body and object...5  

Examining the range of images and objects on show, the dialectical play of physicality and the 

object in which Kempkes argues ‘harmony and disintegration go hand in hand’ seem applicable 

mainly to Szapocznikow’s objects.6 For example, Szapocznikow’s use of polyurethane foam, 

grass and wax creates a collision of one material with another that draws attention to the space of 

the gallery in a manner conventionally associated with minimalism. Pollution II (1968), placed on 

the floor in a small alcove on its own, consists of a formless organic juxtaposition of foam, grass 

and metal that looks as though it has erupted from the floor of the gallery. Its ability to infiltrate 

and yet burst through the architecture seems to make literal André Masson’s early surrealist 

paintings. Within the context of Flesh these objects realise the struggle between harmony and 

disintegration and the chimerical nature of the visceral made object. This is also the case with her 

Dessert assemblages: moulded breasts made in resin, brightly painted and placed in long crystal 

glasses or dessert dishes to resemble blancmange or knickerbocker glory. They conjure up the 

oral pleasures of childhood but, sickly-yellow with age and their colours slightly too artificial, they 

induce nausea rather than delight. They are powerful examples of how to suggest a devouring 

body that is itself a dis-tasteful object of consumption. 

 

This dialectic seems less applicable to other works. The result is a lack of precision in how the 

object’s utilitarian function might be subverted in a manner that evokes a surreal disruption. Much 

of the newly commissioned work attempts to convey this sense of the 'distasteful' through design 

but is almost entirely concerned with representational forms. This accounts for the uneven nature 

of the exhibition. In Piotr Janas’ paintings, organic forms wrestle with figuration and the visceral 

condition of the painted marks that become gashes and wounds held in tension with the surface 

of the canvas. Julian Göthe’s La Java des Bombes Atomique (2004), a large white metal and 

feather sculpture placed in the centre of the room, sits too comfortably in its elegant setting. 

Together with the grey modernist plinths used in the show, this work is too tasteful to subvert a 
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notion of the aesthetic in design through the drives of the body. In fact there seems to be a 

contradiction within the stated objectives of the exhibition between the carnality of the object and 

works of art that apparently hold a fascination through their equivalence to ‘the silent rhetoric and 

static agility of designer objects.’7 

 

By contrast, Szapocznikow’s sculptures and photographs reveal abject connotations of materials 

that for some critics like Arnaud Labelle-Rojoux are suggestive of the bodily transgressions of a 

younger generation: Kiki Smith, Robert Gober or Cindy Sherman.8 Yet the functional nature of her 

lamps, Usta Iluminowane (1966) or Illuminated Lips, made from materials like coloured polyester, 

electric light and metal, is at odds with their decaying appearance: the light emanates from bright 

red lipstick mouths that are almost sickly against the yellowed hue of the polyester. As objects set 

on low plinths in the gallery, they contrast with the white walls and stand against the uncanny 

mimesis of Robert Gober’s body parts. The wax forms in Gober’s work essentially offer clean 

lines and translucent colour that is nowhere in sight in Scapocznikow’s lamps despite displaying 

strong affinities with her work. Her Fotorze by (1971) are a series of striking photographs of 

chewing gum, objects of mastication that are sometimes marked by the indentation of her mouth 

but equally evade any illusion in their form. The shock of seeing this series comes partly from its 

contemporaneity. What prevents Szapocznikow’s photographs of gum from evoking the everyday 

and the incidental is its careful positioning against surfaces like shelves, walls and in some cases 

on what appears to be a plinth that contrast with its formlessness. Their status as photographs 

bring them much closer to Salvador Dalí and Brassaï’s 1933 Sculptures Involontaires, relying on 

the expanded condition of an optical unconscious embedded in the lens that enlarges their scale 

and animates them. There is none of the drama of expressionistic shadows that transform 

indefinable matter into evocative fragments charged with the potentiality of the unknown. Her 

photographs expose the surfaces of granite floor, wooden shelf and stone plinth on which they 

are placed and reveal a materiality that sags, stoops and slumps, conveying a repulsion that is 

recognisably of our own bodies and not of the materials themselves. These images are closer to 
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the use of 'straight' photography in the 1950s and 1960s by Czech surrealists like Emilia 

Medková and Alois Nosicka to portray what is 'beneath contempt.'9 

 

This disruptive eroticism defines the exhibition and places pressure on works of art that lack this 

carnality like Diango Hernandez’s Drawing, Umbrella (2003). Covered with sheets of newspaper 

displaying advertisements for internet and financial companies selling stocks and shares, and 

with a long metal tip poking through the top, the umbrella acts as a lightning rod to connect with 

the flow of commodities, yet its futility in offering shelter from ‘financial storms’ is wonderfully 

parodied in its materials. Despite its distance from the visceral conditions of the body evoked by 

Szapocznikow's photo-sculptures, Hernandez’s umbrella is indicative of sensitivity to materials 

and an economy of means and expression that matches the Polish sculptor's work. It exposes a 

fundamental contradiction in the exhibition between works of art that engage with design through 

a play on form and function and those that represent carnality through the image as subversive 

subject matter. A number of these artists work between image and object: Kate Davis’ plinths, for 

example, appear to have walked out of one of her small pencil drawings that juxtapose a series of 

geometric forms with an amorphous visceral presence. Yet, very few of them are able to move 

from one to another and maintain a concern with materials and forms in terms of carnality and the 

subversion of design that evokes Szapocznikow’s spirit of abjection. The result is a range of 

works of art some of which are unable to intervene critically in the space in which they are 

situated. Such a distinction might seem too bound up with a concern with aesthetics that is at 

odds with the place of art within surrealism. The image or object arguably enacted a reverberation 

between conscious and unconscious states of mind rather than a concern with the conditions of 

form per se. Yet, I would argue that this is a vital distinction to make in order to evaluate these 

works of art as part of a legacy that retains surrealism’s vital potential for subversion. 

 

Enrico David attempts to negotiate this contradiction between carnality as subject matter and the 

carnality of a desiring object, through an attention to a sense of exposure, of embarrassment in 

relation to the body that may be subtler than the overt physicality of Szapocznikow’s lamps and 
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other objects. David’s Crotch-Flosser (2003) quotes Max Ernst’s The Robing of the Bride (1940) 

in the inclusion of a curtain to the side of what appears to be a stage. Ernst’s feathered sorceress 

with her collection of hybrid creatures painted in bright contrasting oils is replaced by a much 

more tentative rendering in acrylic and a muted range of colours of a single asexual figure in 

profile that appears to be running dental floss between its clothed buttocks. David explains it as 

an allusion to the embarrassment of bodily actions and gestures exposed as public events but 

with none of the overt display of sexuality that one might associate with abject bodies and unruly 

desires.10 The result is a disruption of modernism through humour. This is nowhere more 

effectively conveyed than in a large-scale wooden cut-out figure entitled Sign for Lost 

Mountaineers’ Hair Grooming Station (2004). A wooden pot-bellied giant that resembles a 

pathetic 'Ubu Roi' figure is painted in the black, brown and beige colours of art deco furniture in 

clean sharp geometric shapes. Closer examination reveals these shapes to be ‘designed’ 

sagging fleshy folds, multiple breasts and flaccid penises, indiscriminate bodily forms that droop 

and dip. The object was initially conceived as a large sculpture to be placed on a Swiss mountain, 

but within the gallery and on a smaller scale its redundant function becomes a crucial aspect of its 

parody of the narcissism embedded in contemporary design.11  
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Enrico David, Crotch-Flosser, 2004, acrylic paint on linen. Detail of an installation view of the 

exhibition. Photograph: Serge Hasenböhler. Courtesy the artist and Cabinet, London. 

 

David’s strategy lies in his queering of early modernist design: Sign for Lost Mountaineers’ Hair 

Grooming Post is a surreal meeting of Fernand Léger’s tubular bodies and Hans Bellmer’s 

photographs of Unica Zürn’s bound body, made in the spirit of Meret Oppenheim’s Le Déjeuner 

en fourrure (1936) and Dorothea Tanning’s Rainy-Day Canapé (1970). His work is made with the 

awareness that these and other surrealist artists reacted against the dominance of modernism 

and the influence of the Bauhaus. It is tempting to consider how his disruption might infiltrate 

artistic modernism to effectively intervene in the crisis of the historical avant-garde outlined by Hal 

Foster.  

 

In 'The ABCs of Contemporary Design,' Foster has argued that the historical avant-garde’s 

dialectical play between art and life has been effectively nullified by contemporary design’s 
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conflation of the utilitarian object with the aesthetic object. Design is now the paradigm for our 

contemporary era but although it ‘is all about desire ... today this desire seems almost subject-

less, or at least almost lack-less: design seems to advance a kind of narcissism that is all image 

and no interiority – an apotheosis of the subject that may be one with its disappearance.’12 In 

response to this crisis, Foster calls for a political situated-ness of autonomy and its transgressions 

that has been lost by the shift towards interdisciplinarity resulting in a flat indifference, ‘a 

posthistorical default of contemporary art and architecture.’13  

 

Flesh at War with Enigma is an ambitious and uneven exhibition with certain contradictions 

running through it, not least the problem of locating the surrealist unconscious as a disruption of 

the everyday in a post-Freudian age. Its importance lies in its connections with Foster’s critique of 

modernism now as the aestheticising of the everyday typified by the notion of a ‘lifestyle.’ The 

work of Alina Scapocznikow suggests that the neglect of the anti-aesthetic within Eastern Europe 

has resulted in its increased potential to offer a new site of resistance. Here surrealism emerges 

as a guiding light rather than a repertoire of images to be appropriated, which signals in turn the 

importance of this exhibition in raising questions regarding surrealism’s vitality in the creation of a 

future avant-garde.  

 

Amna Malik 

Slade School of Art 

 

                                                
1 Flesh at War with Enigma, exhibition guide, Kunsthalle Basel, September 2004, np. 

 

2 Marcel Duchamp, Jean Arp, Roberto Matta and Max Ernst were on the jury panel of the XXI 
May Salon in Paris that awarded Szapocznikow’s Goldfinger (1965) a prize. This was the first use 
of casts of the body in her practice. 

 

3 See Urszula Czartoryska, ‘The Cruel Clarity,’ in Alina Szapocznikow 1926-1973, Galeria 
Zach ta, Warsaw 1998, 12-23. 

4 Scapoznikow’s presence in Paris from 1963 until her death ensured a degree of visibility in the 

mainstream of western European art but this changed dramatically after her death. Though her 
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work has regularly been shown in solo and group exhibitions in Poland there have been fewer 
occasions to see it outside of Eastern Europe for obvious political reasons. There have been a 
few exceptions: Spain in 1979 and Paris in 1980. Thereafter she was included in group shows in 
Bonn and Berlin in 1994 and recently in a group exhibition in Vienna in 2000; for full details see 
Józef Grabski (ed.), Zatrzyma  ycie, Alina Szapocznikow, Rysunki i rze by (Capturing Life, Alina 
Szapocznikow, Drawings and Sculptures), Cracow and Warsaw 2004. Szapocznikow's work was 
also included in the exhibition Paris, Capital of the Arts, 1900-1968, Royal Aacademy, London, 
2002. 

5 Flesh at War with Enigma, exhibition guide, np. 

6 Flesh at War with Enigma, exhibition guide, np. 

7 Flesh at War with Enigma, exhibition guide, np. 

8 Arnaud Labelle-Rojoux, ‘The Accursed Part of Alina Scapocznikow,’ in Grabski (ed.), Capturing 
Life, Alina Szapocznikow. 

9 See Ian Walker’s discussion of Czech surrealist photographers, ‘On the Needles of These Days: 
Czech Surrealism and Documentary Photography,’ Third Text (March 2004). 

10 In conversation with the artist, November 2004. 

11 In conversation with the artist, November 2004. 

12 Hal Foster, ‘The ABCs of Contemporary Design,’ October 100 (Spring 2002), 198. 

13 Foster, ‘The ABCs of Contemporary Design,’ 199. 
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Francis Alÿs: Walking distance from the Studio 
Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, Germany, 4 September – 28 November 2004 

Touring to Musée des beaux-Arts, Nantes, and Museu d’Art Contemporani de 

Barcelona 

 
Francis Alÿs (b.1959) is Belgian, but he has been based in Mexico City for almost twenty years. 

Initially trained as an architect, he now works in a number of media and the exhibition Walking 

Distance from the Studio included examples of his videos, slide shows, paintings and objects, as well 

as preparatory material for many of the finished works on display. For the exhibition, the artist had the 

white-cube galleries of the Kunstmuseum divided up, both horizontally and vertically, by a series of 

wooden structures. The untreated timber that was used gave these structures a ramshackle, 

temporary feel, in stark contrast to the pristine gallery spaces. Some works were installed on high 

platforms, only visible if one climbed the wooden stairs; underneath the steps, one found other work 

secreted away.  

 

The method of installation points to Alÿs’ background in architecture and his interest in creating public 

spaces, but it seemed to owe something to the atmosphere of his adopted city as well. In the 

Kunstmuseum, he created an environment that gave the viewer a number of possible journeys round 

the show and a variety of ways in which to view and experience the works – as if one were 

meandering through streets in an unfamiliar urban landscape. Alÿs himself is an avid wanderer and 

the initial concept for a project often emerges during one of his walks. For inspiration, Alÿs often looks 

no further than the streets around him and the Zócalo (Plaza Major) at the heart of the Mexico City. 

Rather matter of factly, Walking distance from the Studio, brought together works that were made 

within Alÿs’ immediate locale – typically no more than ten blocks around his studio.   

 

Appropriately, a series of drawings made over a number of years and entitled City Maps were 

included in the exhibition. These showed the different routes through Mexico City that Alÿs has taken 

in the process of making certain works like The Collector of 1991, in which he took small toy dogs, 

magnetised and on wheels, for daily walks, attracting metal detritus as they went. Some of the toy 

dogs were also on display in Wolfsburg with the debris they had collected. Whilst the works in the 

show were inspired by Alÿs’ local terrain, they have a global resonance. Many of the issues he finds in 

Mexico City – such as extreme poverty - are universal. 

 

In an exhibition that basically constituted a mid-career survey, the video pieces were perhaps the 

most compelling. They illustrate Alÿs’ talent for observation, often capturing the absurd in the most 

ordinary and everyday actions, with a very distinct wit and humour. Whilst his videos might be funny, 

there is no doubt that he is a serious artist. Certainly, one can tell from the preparatory drawings, 

photographs and plans included in the exhibition the extent to which each piece is carefully thought 

through. Humour is complex and subjective. ‘It may permit a certain distance…’ as Alÿs mentions in 
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the exhibition catalogue, ‘but laughter is a symptom of incomprehension… a simple manifestation of 

the defeat of intelligence’.1 Laughter may indeed be a nervous reaction to our failure to know how else 

to respond; it is indeed possible to hear an audience laugh at end of Alÿs’ 1997 video If you are a 

spectator what you are really doing is waiting for the accident to happen (Bottle). In this work a plastic 

bottle is carried along by the wind hither and thither; it gradually makes a journey across Zócalo duly 

followed by Alÿs with his camera. For nearly fifteen minutes, this is a delightful, almost whimsical, 

work to watch, but when the bottle is blown into the road (pursued by Alÿs), there is the sound of 

screeching brakes, a thud, and then the camera drops to the ground. The end is sudden, unexpected, 

shocking and funny. Alÿs was hypnotised by a bottle, as are we; but then both artist and viewer are 

brought back to reality with a jolt. Unsure of what has actually happened to the unfortunate artist, we 

can do little more than laugh. It is possibly an inappropriate response, but it is an instinctive one. 

 

Humour is a useful tool. Used judiciously by an artist like Alÿs, it can draw the viewer in and 

encourage them to spend time with the work. Whilst Alÿs may make us laugh, equally, he makes us 

think, and at the core of his work we often find the more brutal implications of city life to ponder on. In 

the 1997 video Cuentas Partióticos (Patriotic Tales), Alÿs walks round the Madre Patria – the flag on 

a huge pole in the centre of Zócalo – followed by a sheep. After one circuit, another sheep enters 

stage right and joins them on this journey, blindly following the leader. Another sheep appears, then 

another and so on, until Alÿs and the sheep form a complete loop, pointlessly circling the flagpole. 

The making of the work owed more to digital technology than to Alÿs’ ability to charm sheep. 

Nonetheless, when one first sees the film it seems as if Alÿs has the magical powers of the Pied 

Piper. What he seems to be suggesting with this work, is that we are all like sheep, too afraid to stray 

from the flock and unable to question our leaders no matter what kind of journey they takes us on. 

The use of sheep, blindly following a leader, is perhaps a clichéd conceit, but Alÿs uses it well and 

elicits a wry smile. In fact, as the catalogue points out, Alÿs is referencing a positive occasion of group 

action, when, in 1968, civil servants were forced to congregate in the square to welcome the newly 

appointed government and they chose to bleat like sheep instead. 

 

Zócalo square was the centre of Tenochtitlán, the pre-Hispanic city of the Aztecs. Today, it remains a 

vital focal point in an otherwise sprawling Mexico City - a vast public space that is used for all aspects 

of urban life: for orientation, to meet, to buy, to sell, to exchange, to play, to protest. It is at once local 

and global, a microcosmic mash of human existence. Important to Mexico City, Zócalo is therefore 

important to Alÿs and the square features in many of his works. The 1999 Zócalo, May 22, 1999, for 

instance, is a twelve-hour film of life in the square accompanied by a bustling soundtrack emanating 

from large megaphones. In the film we see the comings and goings of everyday social encounters 

from some height and at a distance, and at the centre the shadow of the flagpole progresses like a 

great sundial. The flagpole is so big that even within the vastness of Zócalo, it has an ominous 

presence - which seems appropriate, as the Madre Patria is a representation of the presence of the 

state. Incidentally, however, the flagpole also offers a slim, shady retreat from the sun on oppressively 

hot days. Unaware of Alÿs and his camera, people come and go, but there is always a considerable 
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crowd. Clustered together, they move slowly round with the shadow in order to stay in the shade. 

Filmed for such a long time and from a high vantage point, the simple act of finding some shade looks 

comical. 

 

As an artist in Mexico City, Alÿs occupies an interesting position as a foreigner and an immigrant. 

From this stance as an outsider, he presents his version of reality by taking the mundane and shifting 

it slightly into the absurd or the poetic. The fact that ordinary people figure in his work is potentially 

problematic as he is an artist in a city where the majority are very poor. For example, the subjects of a 

work like the 1992-2002 slide show Ambulantes are scratching together an existence by selling all 

manner of low-level goods from little wheeled trolleys. When they are photographed, in isolation and 

out of context, the trolleys look funny because they are piled way too high with all manner of bits and 

pieces, but it is only by selling such stuff that these people to survive. In the 1997-2002 Sleepers 

(1997-2002), slides showing homeless people are interspersed with shots of sleeping dogs. For the 

homeless, deprived of any form of privacy on the streets, even the act of sleeping becomes public. 

The juxtaposition of images is suitably unsettling and even begins to strike an unsavoury note, as 

there is little enough dignity in the life of a homeless person without being compared to a dog. 

 
Francis Alÿs, Sleepers I (1), 1997-1999, colour slide. (Photograph: 
Herbert Nelius, Hanover). 

 

In the 2000 Re-enactments two videos are projected side by side. In both, Alÿs is seen buying a 9-

mm Berretta, which he holds in his hand as he proceeds to walk through the streets. The gun is 

clearly visible, onlookers look shocked and the tension starts to mount; watching the work, we begin 

to wonder how long Alÿs’ journey will last and what grim event will be the culmination of his 

‘performance’. A timer in the corner of the projection counts the passing seconds, and after twelve 

minutes Alÿs is duly arrested and disappears in a police car and we are left musing on his foolish, 

brave act. One discovers from reading the catalogue that after the initial filming and his actual arrest, 

Alÿs was able to convince the police that he was an artist and not a deranged killer. He then 

persuaded them to let him re-enact the scene for his video camera, complete with a fake arrest at the 

end. When first watching the two films (without the benefit of Alÿs’ explanation) the eye constantly flits 
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from one to the other, and we are never quite sure of what is real and what is staged. Whilst this is an 

undeniably gripping experience, the potential violence in the work stems from Western expectations 

of gun crime in Latin America - by his own admission the scenario was a mistake and Alÿs feels he 

should have chosen something more banal: ‘like someone tripping on a banana peel’.2   

 

Momentarily, Ambulantes, Sleepers and Re-enactments made me wonder if Alÿs would ever occupy 

any other position than that of a privileged Westerner. He is from the developed world after all, looking 

at the impoverished and using their lives for art. Moreover, the humour he finds in difficult or 

distressing situations could be deemed completely inappropriate. Is he merely making fun of 

Mexicans, focusing in his own quirky way on their idiosyncratic and amusing behaviour for our 

enjoyment? And in the process is he infantilising them and demeaning the grim reality of their plight?   

 
 

Francis Alÿs, Sleepers I (2), 1997-1999, colour slide. (Photograph: 
Herbert Nelius, Hanover). 

 

However, this would be the wrong conclusion to make. Alÿs might focus on peoples’ funny ways and 

make them look silly, but he does not exactly hide his own eccentricities. This is the man who in 1997 

pushed a block of ice round Mexico City until nothing but a puddle remained in Sometimes making 

something leads to nothing (ice), part I. In 1999 he made The Rehearsal in which he repeatedly drove 

a VW Beetle to the top of a hill, switched off the engine and allowed it to roll back down again (on one 

occasion just missing another passing car), and in 2002 he had 500 volunteers move a hill using only 

shovels in When Faith Moves Mountains. When witnessing such events, what must Mexicans make 

of him?   

 

Ultimately, I feel Alÿs does engage with the political and social aspects of Mexico City. He cares about 

the position of the people who live there, their spirit and their ability to survive. In 1987 Alÿs first went 

to Mexico City as an architect to help with the rebuilding programme after an earthquake. He further 

demonstrated the extent of his compassion in 2004 by giving his €70,000 award (as the first recipient 

of the ‘Blue Orange’ prize) to an aid organisation for homeless children. The empathy with his 
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subjects and ideas lends sensitivity to his work – he is not patronising or detached, but personally 

involved. He sees the manifest faults around him and his work often reveals the raw and inhumane 

aspects of life in the city. Having lived there for so long, he is certainly no interloper and he appears to 

feel at home there. And yet conversely, many of his works retain a sense of him being a little lost, a bit 

like a tourist. After all, could he ever be totally absorbed? Presumably not, since it might skew his 

vision from the periphery - and it is his view from the edge that is crucial to his role as an observer 

and therefore his work as an artist. At once involved and detached, it is a very fine line that Alÿs is 

treading as he walks round his adopted city. 

 

The exhibition travels to Barcelona and Nantes, but there is no venue in Britain. Someone here 

should organise a solo show here, soon. 

 

Stephen Feeke 

Henry Moore Institute, Leeds 

                                                
1 ‘La Cour des Miracles: Francis Alÿs in conversation with Corinne Diserens – Mexico City, 25 May 
2004’, in Francis Alys: Walking Distance from the Studio (2004), ex. cat., Wolfsburg: Kunstmuseum 
Wolfsburg, p. 113. 
 
2 Ibid, p. 95. 
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Helen Chadwick, the ‘shorelines of culture’ and the transvaluation 
of the life sciences 
 
 
Helen Chadwick: A Retrospective, Manchester Art Gallery, 
Manchester, 25 September 2004 - 21 November 2004. 
 
The recent exhibition of Helen Chadwick’s work in Manchester Art Gallery is a smaller version of the 

artist’s retrospective, which took place at the Barbican Art Gallery last May to mark its re-opening. 

This is the first major retrospective of Chadwick’s work since her premature death in 1996 and 

undertakes what the organisers rightly think to have been a long overdue imperative, namely to dispel 

the ‘mist of invisibility’ in which ‘her art has become wrapped.’1 More specifically, the organisers set 

out to demonstrate Chadwick’s overwhelming importance for the making of the British art scene in the 

1990s, and explore the freshness and relevance of her works today. Though more narrow in range, 

the MAG show still included Chadwick’s most famous and influential output. From her early work, her 

first opus magnum, Ego Geometria Sum (1983), to her celebrity pieces, Piss Flowers and Cacao, all 

the way to the final phase of Chadwick’s work (her residence at the King’s College Hospital Assisted 

Conception Unit and creation of Nebula and Monstrance, 1996), the exhibition traced with clarity 

Chadwick’s essential preoccupations, and largely succeeded in its declared objectives. In this respect, 

the only cacophony in the exhibition perhaps was connected to the way Chadwick’s final phase of 

work, incomplete at the time of her sudden death, was represented. The two pieces chosen here 

seemed to be a lot less able to generate the kind of vibrant discussion about aesthetics, normality and 

culture than Chadwick’s Cameos – especially her Cyclops (1995) – or her Opal (1996), which were, in 

fact, incinerated in Momart’s warehouse fire last summer, while the retrospective was under way.2 

 

Photographs/Sculpture of the Body: Material Production 

Placed at the entrance of the show, The Philosopher’s Fear of the Flesh (1989) and Enfleshings 

(1989) rocketed visitors straight into the core of Chadwick’s entire project, a ‘Soliloquy to Flesh’ that 

ventures to overcome the sterile polarities of mind and body.3 Moreover, these pieces embody one of 

Chadwick’s trademark approaches to media: these so-called light boxes consist of the adaptation of 

cibachrome photography (transparencies) on three dimensional bases of glass and steel, cut in 

different shapes and illuminated from behind by an electrical apparatus. Among the most interesting 
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characteristics of Chadwick’s work is precisely this communication that she set up between fine art 

and photography: photography is turned into a potentially three-dimensional medium and sculpture 

into a flat screen for two-dimensional narrative. 

 

 

Helen Chadwick, Ego Geometria Sum, 1982-4 (detail), photographic emulsion on plywood. 

(Photograph: Philip Stanley) © Helen Chadwick Estate.  

 

Chadwick’s earlier take on the theme of enfleshment, Ego Geometria Sum, shows another variation 

on this technique. Pieces of plywood are worked into a diversity of sculptural forms that simulate 

symbols of childhood such as incubators, fonts, prams, boats, beds, pianos, horses, and even 

schools. Plywood is then photosensitised and large photographs representing Chadwick’s nude body 

in a diversity of poses are printed directly into it. In this most explicitly socio-political of Chadwick’s 

works, she traces the history of the body from birth through to maturity as it is bent and twisted to the 

structural logic of those technologies of power that undertake to socialise it. The body is not exactly 

encased and straitjacketed; it is pasted on the surface, losing all volume and depth, dimensionality 

and solidity, becoming a mere trace within the ‘structure,’ a part of the wood’s graining. 
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Helen Chadwick, Piss Flowers,             Helen Chadwick, Cacao, 1994, chocolate, 

1991-92, bronze, cellulose lacquer.           aluminium, steel, electrical apparatus. 

(Photograph: Anti Kuivalainen)            (Photograph: Edward Woodman) 

© Helen Chadwick Estate.            © Helen Chadwick Estate. 

 

Chadwick’s work also exploited more concrete types of materials put in immediately abject roles. Two 

of her celebrity pieces, the Piss Flowers (1991-2) and Cacao (1994), exhibited in the exhibition's main 

room, belong to this category. Here, opacity rather than transparency, raw materials and three-

dimensional forms rather than the glossy disembodiment of cibachrome photography, prevail. 

Chadwick’s Piss Flowers is a monody to the pristine permanence of urine and the fluidity of gender 

roles, and stages the dissolution of widely held structural oppositions. These casts of urine in snow 

register the meeting between body heat and meteorological frost, male and female urination, casting 

and transience. This famous and most written about of her pieces was appropriately offset in the 

show by her Cacao (1994), placed immediately on the opposite side of the main room. This big 

container of bubbling and spattering chocolate is an equally notorious ode to the sweetness of 

chocolate and the revulsion of coprophagy. 

 

Underlining Chadwick’s oscillation between these different media, the Wreaths to Pleasure (1992-3), 

thirteen different photo-tondoes, were arranged on the walls surrounding Cacao, and entered into a 

series of playful contrasts with the chocolate pulp. This confectionary of hybrids depicts thriving 

colonies of flowers and fruits – deliberately evoking the vital profusion of tissue cultures – swimming 

into the poison of toxic substances. Blurring the boundaries between parody and sublimation, 

pleasure and abjection, vitalism and ‘mortalism,’ these works produce mixed and unexpected 
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pleasures, mutant sensations that radiate with the rhetorical tropes that created them, defiant 

inversions and exuberant promiscuities. 

 

 

Helen Chadwick, Wreath to Pleasure No. 1, 1992-93, cibachrome photographs, powder coated steel, 

glass, aluminium faced MDF. (Photograph: Edward Woodman) © Helen Chadwick Estate. 

 

Medicine/Culture: the Viral 

One of the most visible achievements of this exhibition was the way in which it brought out the multi-

disciplinary nature of Chadwick’s work. The erudition and literacy of this corpus have long been 

detected and acknowledged – not least by the insightful essays in the catalogue that accompanies the 

exhibition (prefaced by one of the most incisive commentators on Chadwick’s art, Marina Warner). Of 

course, it has recently become a topos in the field of cultural studies and art practice to underline the 

affiliation of art and science. Continuing a long tradition of combinatorial thinking on the ‘two cultures,’ 

the effort to seek and retrieve their ‘synergies,’ ‘interface,’ ‘parallels’ or ‘divisions’ is still continuing.4 

Chadwick’s art happily exceeds the frequently narrow parameters of this academic routine. It 

foregrounds neither an uncritical espousal of scientific positivism in the quest of a new ideal of correct 

and authoritative image-making (realism, naturalism), nor a dismissal of science in the name of a 

nostalgic spiritualism (romanticism, symbolism). It is motored neither by facile relativisms nor by a 

reductive conviction about the uniformity of art and science.5  

 

Rather more plausibly, it seems to me that Chadwick’s engagement with science resonates nicely 

with one of the most interesting moments of this tradition of integrated thinking about art and science, 

Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. In Chadwick, we could argue, Nietzsche’s inducement ‘to look at 
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science through the prism [Optik] of the artist, but also to look at art through the prism of life’ is 

appropriately honoured.6 Thus the aesthetic emerges as the privileged ground for a rigorous critique 

and active re-evaluation of science and life, and Chadwick pursues this agenda with unusual caution 

and uncompromising inventiveness. Indeed, if we look at Chadwick’s work for facile criticisms of 

medical science, we will be missing the point. I suggest, therefore, that her Self-portrait (1991), a 

picture of the artist’s hands grabbing her own naked brain does not exactly denounce the supposedly 

chronic vulgarism of the polarity of mind and body in medical theory.7 Likewise, the Oval Court, which 

provides a stage for the display of the creative inescapability of pain, cannot possibly be capitalising 

upon the usual accusations of a supposed oblivion of the cultural importance of pain in the history of 

ideas and medical history in particular. As Chadwick knew, both of these topics – mind and body 

relations and the importance of pain – were vigorously debated and ultimately solved within the 

history of philosophical medicine itself long time ago. Eighteenth-century materialisms and their 

contemporaneous vitalist revolution dislocated those traditions, if they ever actually existed 

unquestioned.8 As a result, rather than an outright dismissal of medical theory, prevalent in much of 

contemporary cultural theory about the body in which Descartes’s dualism is a cherished bête noire, 

Chadwick’s works attempt a rigorous acculturation of medicine.  

 

I will endeavour to explain this project through her Viral Landscapes (1988-9) – a series of enlarged 

photographs, each three metres long, shown in the main area of the exhibition. These pictures 

register the meeting of monumental landscape photos of the craggy shoreline of Pembrokeshire with 

overlaid streaks of Chadwick’s own cellular material taken from her cervix, vagina, mouth and ear. 

The visual resemblance of the striated stone of the landscape with flesh matter and body muscles 

makes this superimposition of floating cells more plausible. Moreover, these pictures of cells are 

treated as equivalent to viruses with broad implications for the understanding of the relations of 

humanity with nature. At the popular level, viruses are the enemies of life, the epitomes of offensive 

invasion; at the level of medical rhetoric and practice, they are the target of systematic exclusion and 

organised intervention. Chadwick, however, works from a more complex agenda. Viruses show that 

bodies are ‘vulnerable to manifold incursions’ by other coded structures. This communication takes 

place not ‘in a moralising space’ but rather ‘in an infinite continuity of matter’ which ‘welcomes 

difference not as damage but potential.’9 When she insisted that Viral Landscapes do not evoke 
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‘ruined catastrophic surfaces but territories of a prolific encounter, the exchange of living and 

informational systems at the shoreline of culture,’ she was just rehearsing a bio-cultural theory of 

‘error’ rampant in medico-philosophical communities from the late 1930s to the mid-1970s.10 

But Chadwick takes this one step further and intermingles this understanding of biology with the 

history of culture. Susan Sontag’s famous call for the boycotting of all metaphorising of illness, 

another way of perpetuating the suspicions between science and art, is thus reversed.11 Chadwick 

indeed speaks from within the multiple and messy histories of bio-medical knowledge. From this 

position, her work underlines and explores the crucial problem of how medical science chooses to 

understand, implement and disseminate the knowledge that it generously produces. Chadwick’s art 

reaffirms and actively mediates the processes of metaphor and error according to which the social 

dispersion of the meanings that bio-medical science generates is conducted. Migrations and 

crossovers, self-reflexive reinterpretations and misunderstandings, cultural transmissions and 

disruptions of the bio-medical ‘soup’: this is the stuff of her imagery. The history of medicine is treated 

as a variable of the history of culture and both demand a re-evaluation of life. 

 

Moreover, we could go as far as to say that Chadwick pushed the use of biological metaphoricity to 

the domain of the ‘tragic,’ to the chaotic force-fields of contradiction and porosity in which life, 

individuality, language and art operate. For Chadwick, viruses are vectors of ‘change’ and 

‘dissidence,’ of the dissolution of polarities where ‘rigid boundaries cease to be’ and ‘flesh is released 

from the bonds of form and gender.’12 Viral Landscapes strove to visualise precisely this biological, 

social and artistic optimum: ‘a vital relation of incompatible elements co-existing in gentle friction...the 

between of nature - patterns of desire in symbiosis.’13 It was this larger context that also explains how 

Chadwick’s art came to endorse and fulfil the destiny of the modern artist, while it significantly 

managed to avoid the reactionary dangers associated with this myth. Indeed, the viral condition 

evokes something of the function of the modern artist as that ‘being most suffering, most full of 

oppositions and contradictions,’ only able to ‘redeem and release’ themselves in the Dionysiac 

intoxication of semblance.14 Likewise, the virus dismantles ‘the self-sufficiency of the cell’ and allows 

flesh to become ‘volatile and free to wander in an aetiology of complete abandon.’15  
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However, Chadwick acknowledged that the viral ‘shock of change asserts the need for 

immunologies’; 16  or, in Nietzschean style, Dionysiac transcendence demands the Apollonian 

frameworks of resistance, both must ‘unfold their energies in strict, reciprocal proportion.’17Viral 

Landscapes explore precisely these fields of interpenetration formed between abstraction and 

figuration, visibility and invisibility, interiority and exteriority, landscape and body, the world and the 

self, and, ultimately, medicine and culture. Contrasts are affirmed exactly as they dissolve in the new 

environments that they had marked out. A philosophy of prepositions, a discipline of the in-between, 

meets an aesthetic of contradiction; Chadwick’s ‘mediology’ can only function within a realm of rigid 

contrasts and exclusions.  

 

Sublimity/Contradictions: the Tragedy of Speed 

Chadwick’s work deliberately sets up and ‘irritates’ a plethora of standard contrasts with a myriad of 

serious implications. Her interest in binary oppositions, ‘counterpoised values’ and ‘unholy alliances’ 

has long been singled out as ‘an abiding theme in her art.’18 In the middle of the main room of the 

exhibition rested one of Chadwick’s masterpieces – Of Mutability –, which should help us understand 

the stakes involved in this aspect of Chadwick’s art. Even in its truncated form – without the Carcass 

(1996), a funerary stele of rotting refuse – the remaining Oval Court (1984-6) is one of the richest, 

more ambitious and revealing works by Chadwick. It comprises a gigantic floor collage where 

photocopies of Chadwick’s nude body floating in twelve different sets of contorted poses are arranged 

circumferentially around an ovoid platform in a way that evokes a cherished theme of this would-be 

archaeologist.19  Chadwick’s luxuriant poses are captured in the setting of an equally provoking 

cornucopia of floating still-lives of animals, fruits, flowers, ropes, cords, pieces of cloths and tools. On 

each side of this pool of plenty, a colonnade of three twisted Salomonic columns (copied from 

Bernini’s Baldacchino in St. Peter’s, Rome) is pasted on the wall. In the place of capitals, they carry 

images of Chadwick’s contorted face in different expressions of pain, grief and crying, securing a 

steady supply of water for the pool of manic joy represented on the floor.20  
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Helen Chadwick, The Oval Court, 1984-86 (detail), photocopies and assorted media. (Photograph: 

Edward Woodman) © Helen Chadwick Estate, courtesy Victoria and Albert Museum London. 

 

The Oval Court flirts with a kind of art with direct roots back into the work of Georges Bataille and, 

better still, further back into Nietzsche and his idea of the ‘tragic.’ Indeed, the piece is situated on the 

boundary between two kinds of intoxicating excess, of joy and grief where each one serves as the 

defining moment of the other. Chadwick’s tears make the pool of plenty possible but, in their turn, they 

seem to be engulfed by those solid three-dimensional golden globes – symbols of bliss and optimal 

form – resting on its surface. The following Nietzschean questions posed by the artist define the Oval 

Court and reverberate throughout Chadwick’s work: ‘Is there an intellectual preference for the hard, 

gruesome, malevolent and problematic aspects of existence which comes from a feeling of well-being, 

from overflowing health, from an abundance of existence’ (Cacao, Meat Abstracts)?21 Are the arts not 

the products of an ‘excess of plenitude,’ or of the ‘neuroses of health’?22 Is ‘excess’ not, as Chadwick 

put it, the dimension proper of ‘expression’?23 

 

Chadwick follows a long and prestigious modern tradition of mobilising contradictions as an 

expressive tool, contradictions which grab the very matter of life and death, pleasure and pain, health 

and disease. This ‘mongrel’ of a Greek mother of ‘hedonism’ and an English father of ‘turgid control,’ 

as she jokily used to describe herself, developed indeed an aesthetic of contradiction with different 

modes.24 On the one hand, the Oval Court displays a method of ‘dissolving opposites’: she sets up an 

aggressive division between the pool of plenty and the tears of over-fullness over which ‘pleasure and 

pain, joy and grief cohere’ ‘in the quest for fullness of feeling.’25 On the other, in the Wreaths to 

Pleasure a different trope, particularly favoured by current art criticism, a rhetoric of fusion, of 

‘twinning,’ ‘doubling’ and ‘syzygy’ is developed. 26  A thriving vitalism of vegetative profusion is 
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luxuriantly fused with the poisonous mortalism of toxic substances, both shining with the deceptive 

exuberance of life. Finally, in Enfleshings, Meat Abstracts and Meat Lamps an interesting reversal is 

staged. The 'body of art' – the principles of figure painting, rules of viewing and established practices 

of art education – is turned inside out. Viscera, hitherto the emblem of revolting interiority, and the 

traditional zero degree of artistic anatomy, now attract all the scrutiny and joyousness previously 

assigned to the exterior of the body.  

Rupture, inversion and fusion, or, schisms, detours and amalgamations: these are the three tropes for 

tackling oppositions that Chadwick used in order to weave loops around binary categories. 

Understanding this is important because it allows other perspectives into her art than the routine 

evocations of the ‘metaphysics of evil,’ the abject and the informe – the usual topoi of hypercriticism 

and denunciation. Chadwick’s project also exceeds the usual parlance of the deconstructive ennui of 

‘undifferentiated sensations,’ ‘nameless pleasures’ and the ‘limbos of non-identity.’27 Her engagement 

with contradiction seems to have a different horizon of fulfilment: the transvaluation rather than the 

devaluation of all values, that is to say, the sublime, followed by the tragic, namely, the hyper-sublime 

maximisation of existence.  

 

    

Helen Chadwick, Wreath to Pleasure   Helen Chadwick, Wreath to Pleasure 

No. 10, 1992-93, cibachrome photographs,  No. 12, 1992-93, cibachrome photo- 

powder coated steel, glass,    graphs, powder coated steel, glass,  

aluminium faced MDF.     aluminium faced MDF.  

(Photograph: Edward Woodman)   (Photograph: Edward Woodman) 

© Helen Chadwick Estate.    © Helen Chadwick Estate. 
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Since Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry of the 1750s, polarisation and opposition have 

functioned as the basic motors of the sublime. Burke was actually the first to demarcate a special area 

within his broader category of the 'Sublime,' which he described as a rapid passage across extreme 

conditions of existence. The 'highest intensity' sublime, the sublime par excellence, is, in Burke, a force 

of quick transition in and by which ‘extremes,’ ‘two ideas as opposite as can be imagined,’ can be 

‘reconciled.’ 28  The highest possible velocities, the longest distances to cover, the most extreme 

intensities in the points of exchange: this is the sublimity of Chadwick's Viral Landscapes or her Oval 

Court. A further acceleration, alongside sensitive systems of unstable co-existence, like the Wreaths 

to Pleasure, also materialise in her work. If we slow down, however, one of the most notorious and 

visible ‘contradictions’ of Chadwick’s work becomes easier to grasp. Indeed, criticism has repeatedly 

underlined the ‘inconsistency’ between the ‘immaculate craftsmanship’ of Chadwick’s works and the 

abjectness of its subject matter. Objects and frames take decorative shapes verging on the kitsch, 

reproduction techniques (photography, digitisation, photocopying) ensure the sanitary containment of 

subject matter, lighting devices bathe the detritus of meat and fluids with a special luminescence 

(Enfleshings). Different evaluations of this structural contradiction have been offered: a vital ingredient 

which helped Chadwick ‘smuggle her ideas across the border of convention’; or the implicit curse of 

her art that ‘stops any of it being great.’29 None of this sounds satisfactory. 

 

Setting up a contrast between what is represented and the means of its representation, enacting a 

division between the polar extremes of style and subject, continually irritating both: these are 

inseparable from the sublime synthesis that Chadwick’s aesthetics sought. Chadwick knew that, as 

Michel Serres put it, ‘the best synthesis only takes place on a field of maximal differences – knotted, 

mixed together – a harlequin’s cape. If not, the synthesis is merely the repetition of a slogan.’30 This is 

why she savoured contrasts and aggravated contradictions: the invigorating spaces of interference 

are ‘situated between things that are already marked out.’ Moreover, these spaces are revealed only 

in the rapidity of passing, in the fullness of ‘metaphora’: ‘speed is the elegance of thought,’ Serres 

claims, and the work of synthesis proceeds ‘by short circuits which produce dazzling sparks.’31 

Serres’s ideal figure of the ‘troubadour of knowledge’ sought the Dionysiac melody in a new chaotic 

theory of knowledge that navigates the precipitous passages between the sciences, the humanities 
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and the arts in the speed of light.32 Chadwick’s ‘tragic style of thinking’ sought a similarly urgent 

synthesis navigating the same dangerous passage from the opposite direction.  

 

It is in this sense that this sublime aesthetic of contradiction finally opened up to life: art glorifies the 

atrocities of existence as the means to ‘heal’ oneself of the burden of existence, as Chadwick was 

frequently keen to underline.33 Contrary to the utilitarian and literal way in which healing came to be 

understood by an earlier generation of artists (Joseph Beuys or Lygia Clark are cases in point here), 

Chadwick’s visual and verbal rhetoric of ‘self-repair’ should be understood in this hyper-contradictory 

motion that affirms life in its totality. 34 Art does not calm, cure, sublimate or pay off. But Chadwick’s art 

was never a disinterested exercise either. Rather, it defines a permanent state of maximal existence 

lived out in all of its ‘immense, ludicrous and painful convulsion.’35  

 

‘Curing’ thus becomes a form of largesse; Chadwick carries into the visual field a variety of versions 

of plenitude. Loop my Loop describes a mode of luxuriant existence between, with, around and 

across contradictions; the Wreaths to Pleasure, Piss Flowers, and Cacao negotiate a kind of living 

joyfully in scorn of life; and the Oval Court raises the possibility of peace and happiness in misfortune, 

while Viral Landscapes affirm the triumph of existence in its negation. As Bataille noted, a different 

theory of the ‘positive value of loss,’ neither as gain/profit nor as an irrevocable chasm/guilt, is needed 

to understand the human yearning that fuels this kind of amoralist celebration of life.36 Indeed, 

Bataille’s evocation of Nietzsche’s persona can serve as a final commentary on Chadwick’s own 

approach to art. Like Nietzsche’s thought, Chadwick’s art reveals a ‘matter-of-fact relationship to the 

worst eventualities’ and ‘a passive presence of the abyss within,’ but also a great deal of ‘ease and 

playfulness,’ and, what is most important, a resolute avoidance ‘of the heavy and constraining 

raptures [of] mystics.’ 37 

 

Aris Sarafianos 

University of Manchester 
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A Recent Paris exhibition of occult photography, plus some related 
phenomena 

 
Le Troisième œil. La photographie et l’occulte, La Maison européenne de la photographie, Paris, 3 
November 2004 - 6 February 2005 
 
Clément Chéroux, Andreas Fischer, et al, Le Troisième œil. La photographie et l’occulte, Gallimard, 
Paris, 2004, 288pp, 49.50  (hardback) 
 
I must beg the reader not to bear me excessive ill-will, if I say (as I feel I must) that this exhibition was 

‘entrancing.’ Within the hushed precincts of the Maison européenne de la photographie, in between 

the Seine and métro Saint-Paul, seething crowds seem a rarity, enabling one to appreciate in an 

appropriately spiritualistic mood, unjostled, a magnificent array of varied images which, in the claims of 

their creators, either reveal what has hitherto remained unseen, or invite the viewer to bend their 

thoughts towards the genuinely invisible. We gaze at those who operate in a trance; and we are 

offered the opportunity for trance-like contemplation ourselves. A few of the images may appear 

comical, most notably those where a materialised spectre looks like an all-too-material fraudster who 

has raided the muslin counter at the nearest grand magasin; but the majority of the images do actually 

come up to expectations. 

 

Thomas Glen Hamilton, Ectoplasm produced by Mary M with portrait of Arthur Conan Doyle, 1932. 
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These photographs plot the history of modern spiritualism and psychical research from the massive 

upsurge in the second half of the nineteenth century almost to the present day. The majority of the 

images, however, date from the years that span the fin-de-siècle, the Belle Epoque and the ‘roaring’ 

Twenties: years that constitute a golden age for psychical phenomena – particularly spectacular 

physical phenomena – as well as for the use (and abuse) of the camera as an instrument for detecting 

the forces of the Beyond. One can easily see the myriad links between this photography and the great 

scientific and religious debates of the era, debates that should be seen not simply as intellectual 

exchanges, but as existential struggles. Although many of the producers of psychical and spiritist 

images may have been competent tricksters or simply incompetent photographers, the public need for 

such images was deep and earnest and less naïf than one would at first think. At a time when science 

was producing the miraculous and promising to create more, the boundaries of the possible were not 

so easy to situate. X-rays, radium, relativity crowded on to the scene within a few years; the atom 

emerged triumphant after a struggle of a couple of millennia, only to suffer soon afterwards the 

incommodity of being split; and the ether, like the man upon the stair ‘who wasn’t there,’ took a bow 

and finally went away – or did it? In the course of the nineteenth century the double-bladed sword of 

‘evolution’ had cast humanity down from its pedestal in biological terms, whilst in the terms of new 

religions like spiritualism or utopian socialism it had opened up strange vistas of endless human 

development, both before and after death. Some historians used to deride psychical research as a 

mere ‘undergrowth’ of science, hindering and delaying what would otherwise be the brisk, confident 

‘march’ of professional progress; this attitude has waned considerably in recent years thanks to 

penetrating new work from scholars. What the old ‘undergrowth’ approach failed to appreciate, was 

that psychical research and spiritualism played a vital role of mediation between the new and 

overwhelming domain of science and the religious and emotional needs of humanity. Did people 

believe in photographs such as these because they were gullible, we ask?  

— ‘Yes!’ says our comrade in the undergrowth.  

— ‘But supposing they believed because they wanted to believe?’ we reply.  

— ‘That’s even worse!’ is the answer from the undergrowth. ‘That is deliberately to introduce 

obfuscation and befuddlement into the realm of science.’  

— ‘Supposing they did not really care about science?’ 
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— ‘Well…, they should have done! In fact… they did! All these people continually invoked 

science as their justification!’ 

 

Ah, the undergrowth has a point. It is true that all spiritualists and psychical researchers in this period 

sought to win for their activities the status of science and for their beliefs the status of theories that 

could be proved experimentally – hence the use of artificial recording devices like the camera, which 

paralleled and even mimicked developments in contemporary science. And yet the cases of fraud, or 

insouciant handling of photographic plates, or fantasising about ectoplasm, the fourth dimension, the 

astral plane, and so on, seem obvious to us now, and perhaps relatively harmless. To a certain degree 

we have here, not science itself, but science as a language – the language of certainty, the only 

language in which to express something really important. I am tempted to call this the 

‘transubstantiation’ problem. Many people of the period in question wanted some symbol of their belief 

in life after death, or of their belief that life was more than just ‘force and matter’ (in the terms of 

Ludwig Büchner’s notorious materialist manifesto), or that human beings were more than machines 

made for work. But the enactment or embodiment of this symbol had to be as real and as literal as 

possible, otherwise its symbolic value would be null. And it has to be admitted that the rhetoric of 

science here makes for a great set of icons – in eerie black and white, wistful sepia and even glorious 

colour. While some of these photographs might have been produced by sober, even sceptical 

psychical researchers impartially investigating strange phenomena, most of them are by people who 

believed – believed whilst in their own way protesting and creating at the same time. What we are 

faced with is an entanglement of science, religion and…art. 
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Commandant Darget, Fluidic photograph obtained by applying leafy twig to plate, 1900. 

 

If I said earlier on that one cannot look at these images without thinking of the scientific and religious 

history of the times, it is obviously true that one cannot help thinking of the art and literature too. 

Romanticism, symbolism, surrealism all come to mind, both because these artistic movements faced 

many of the same questions as spirit photographers, and because there is obvious interplay in terms 

of imagery, form and style. ‘Occult’ photography focuses many of the issues about representation, 

abstraction, the visible versus the invisible, which haunted the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

– and which continue to attract our interest today, judging by the increasing number of events and 

publications in this area. One thinks readily of the excellent exhibition and catalogue at the Musée 

d’Orsay last year: Aux Origines de l’abstraction, 1800-1914 (3 November 2003 – 22 February 2004; 

Paris: Editions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 2003). In such a context spirit photography 

appears as a creative reflection (and what creator would spurn a little hoodwinking from time to time?) 

on the limits of representation, the boundaries between the ‘inner’ image and the ‘outer’ image, desire 

and an ‘unconscious.’ In its search for the ethereal, spirit photography often approaches the misty 

indeterminacy of symbolist painting; in its quest for the ‘ultimate’ forms it is hand in hand with early 

abstract painting; and its material externalisation of amorphous inner desire (ectoplasm, etc) is an 

obvious precedent for much of surrealism. To put all this in a nutshell, it is, I think, worthwhile 
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considering this photography, whatever its pretensions, as a kind of art, and furthermore as a kind of 

art that is particularly attractive at the present time.  

 

 

John Beattie, spirit photographs reproduced in Alexander Aksakov, Animismus und Spiritismus 

(Leipzig, 1890). 

 

It is a kind of art that can be understood all the better by reading Dario Gamboni’s superbly detailed 

and wide-ranging study of the great art of the period (another significantly recent publication): Potential 

Images: Ambiguity and Indeterminacy in Modern Art.  Many of these photographs correspond to what 

he defines as ‘potential images’: ‘those that depend on “the onlooker’s state of mind” and come fully 

into being, in conformity with the artist’s intentions, only through the participation of the onlooker.’i  Far 

from having the character of objective documents, occult photographs invite participation and even the 

mental act of completion that Gamboni suggests. The only criticism that I might make of this ‘potential’ 

approach, is that often the indeterminacy is not to be completed in any literal way: we are invited to 

envisage, as it were, that which is and remains invisible. I am not the kind of person to chide my fellow 

creature for maintaining a wary distance vis-à-vis Immanuel Kant. But on this occasion, I think that 

Gamboni may have missed an opportunity. He cites Kant three times for the same passage comparing 

the free play of the imagination to smoke coming out of a chimney.ii Yet Gamboni’s book was also a 

golden opportunity to raise the whole question of the sublime, one form of which in Kant’s teaching is 
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particularly relevant, for it involves the conflict between reason, which requires that the universe be 

whole, systematic, unified, and certain intuitions that seem to offer us the spectacle of the infinite (i.e. 

that which exceeds any wholeness, any system). Kant writes of the effort to reconcile these apparently 

irreconcilable factors: 

This effort, and the feeling of the unattainability of the idea by means of the imagination, 

is itself a presentation of the subjective purposiveness of our mind in the use of the 

imagination for its supersensible vocation, and compels us to think nature itself in its 

totality, as the presentation of something supersensible, subjectively, without being able 

to produce this presentation objectively.iii 

What certain spirit photographs are attempting to do in their rather gauche way is to awaken this 

‘supersensible vocation,’ whilst struggling with the paradox that the only means available of 

representing the immaterial is the material, be it ever so ethereal. 

 

For those who were unable to see this ‘entrancing’ exhibition, there is a fabulous catalogue, the 

perusal of which offers a virtual visit to the show (the old kind of ‘virtual’ with just paper, ink and a 

mind). There are fourteen fairly short but very sharp essays by diverse hands, covering a judicious 

selection of the many aspects of occult photography. And, of course, there are the reproductions… 

Alternatively, if you are in North America towards the end of this year, you may catch it under the title: 

A Perfect Medium: Photography and the Occult, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 26 

September to 31 December 2005. 
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Enrico Imoda, Materialisation of a young woman produced by the medium Linda Gazzera, 1909. 

 

Among a number of important distinctions made by the exhibition, one of the most significant is that 

between those photographs where the camera records the miracle, and those where camera works 

the miracle: in the former the medium produces an effect (exudes ectoplasm from a bodily orifice, say) 

which the spectators present can see, and which the camera fixes for posterity; in the latter the effect 

(the translucent form of a dead ancestor, say) is invisible to the spectators, only the camera being able 

to capture it with its superhuman, mechanical eye. A related distinction is between photography that 

uses a camera, and that which only uses photographic plates (upon which is mysteriously imprinted 

the vital force of a human hand, say, or of a leafy twig) and developing equipment. The above-

mentioned preference for objective, mechanical means of translating, amplifying and recording 

invisible effects is crucial to spiritualism’s claims to reach the Other World by supposedly scientific 

means. In this operation the work of no respectable scientist was more ripped off by spiritualists and 

psychical researchers than that of Etienne-Jules Marey, inventor of a variety of instruments for 

detecting and measuring everything from heartbeats to birds’ wing beats to air currents. Coincidentally 

(although it is no coincidence really), there has also been a Marey exhibition at the Musée d’Orsay: 

Mouvements de l’air, Etienne-Jules Marey, photographe des fluids (19 October 2004 - 16 January 

2005). Until recently Marey’s name was most frequently mentioned as a precursor of the cinema, but a 

flurry of scholarly activity in the histories of art and science has lately restored the true fullness of the 
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man’s stature. Indeed, if Marey were stock quoted on Wall Street, his value would be going through 

the roof right now. The last few years have seen the creation in Paris of ‘La Sémia,’ that is to say, La 

Société d’études sur Marey et l’image animée. This body produces a bulletin and book-length 

collections of highly interesting essays, among which: Images, science, mouvement. Autour de Marey 

(Paris, L’Harmattan/Sémia, 2003). For those wishing to join, I note that the annual subscription is 39  

(contact La Sémia, 21, passage Gambetta, 75020 Paris). The Orsay exhibition, quite small, 

concentrated on Marey’s later concern between 1899 and 1901 with photographing the movements of 

air. The show was accompanied, not by a catalogue, but by a book: Georges Didi-Huberman and 

Laurent Mannoni’s Mouvements de l’air. Etienne-Jules Marey, photographe des fluides (Paris: 

Gallimard/Réunion des Musées nationaux, 2004; 361pp 29.50 ). This contains two lengthy essays 

sandwiched around a beautiful sequence of reproductions: Laurent Mannoni, ‘Marey aéronaute: de la 

méthode graphique à la soufflerie aérodynamique,’ and Georges Didi-Huberman, ‘La danse de toute 

chose.’ Marey’s interest in air movements was not inspired by idle curiosity, but by the very practical 

and topical question of flight. He photographed artificially produced, rectilinear, parallel trails of smoke 

which encountered an obstacle. Many of the resulting images were on display. Superficial souls might 

consider that when you’ve seen one smoke curl, you’ve seen ‘em all, but, as Laurent Mannoni states, 

they draw our attention today through their ‘visual beauty and enigmatic nature.’iv The best bit in the 

exhibition, perhaps, was an interactive smoke-curling machine in which one could manipulate the 

obstacle oneself and create new, visible air currents. One is inevitably led to make comparisons 

between Marey’s images and those of the spirit photographers who claimed to be adopting his 

‘objective’ stance: after the humbug, as it were, now here’s the real thing. Yet despite Marey’s 

indisputable importance in the history of science and technology, his images do now possess an 

aesthetic quality, as Mannoni implies. It has long been known that Max Ernst, among other surrealists, 

made considerable use of popular reproductions of Marey’s experiments in his art. The essay by Didi-

Huberman extends and expands these connections between Marey and modern art. And, yes, yet 

another recent publication mines a similar field: Denis Canguilhem, Le Merveilleux scientifique. 

Photographies du monde savant en France, 1844-1918 (Paris, Gallimard, 2004, 190pp, 49.50 ). One 

tires somewhat of having to repeat ‘superbly illustrated’ every time, but it is once again the plain truth, 

and really not too much to expect when one is paying prices around the 50  mark. As it happens 

(again not a real coincidence), Denis Canguilhem also contributed to the Troisième oeil exhibition and 
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catalogue. His album of scientific images, with contextual commentary, admirably highlights the 

ambiguous status acquired by those scientific images which, while retaining their value in their original 

historical framework, not only influence the domain of art, but possess involuntary aesthetic qualities 

themselves. I am sure that none of us would tolerate woolly assertions that simply confused and 

confounded science, art and religious impulses, but these exhibitions and books show that a genuine 

effort is being made today by scholars and curators to sift through the many and tightly knotted 

interconnections between these fields. 

 

Jeremy Stubbs 

Université Paris Dauphine 

 
                                         
i Dario Gamboni, Potential Images. trans. Mark Treharne, London, 2002, 9. 
 
ii Gamboni, Potential Images, 42, 180, 227. 

iii Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgement, ed. Paul Guyer, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric 

Matthews, Cambridge, 2000, 151. The reader who is understandably dissatisfied with my brief and 
incompetent summary may of course (re)consult the whole section on the ‘Analytic of the Sublime’ 
(128-159). 

iv Didi-Huberman and Mannoni, Mouvements de l’air, Paris: Gallimard, 2004, 7. 
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Pin-Up: Contemporary Collage and Drawing,  

Tate Modern, London, 4 December 2004 – 30 January 2005 

 

What materials qualify at a particular historical moment to be subjected to a newly enforced 

fragmentation in the paradigm of collage, materials of emerging technology or those newly 

evacuated, obsolescent ones?1 

 

In 2003, the Museum of Modern Art’s Drawing Now: Eight Propositions ambitiously surveyed the field of 

contemporary drawing though a series of thematic investigations. On the whole, the exhibition posited 

drawing as an autonomous practice, as a reversal of the process-oriented art of the 1960s, free from the 

burdens of materiality and systems. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, ‘drawing is not a verb but a 

noun.’2 

 

The inherent simplicity of the mark-making process and the long history of drawing position it as a kind of 

counter-position to room-sized sculptural installations and immersive multi-media environments. Collage, on 

the other hand, has been complicit in just such assemblages, installations, and environments, in the works of 

Thomas Hirschhorn or Tomoko Takahashi for example. Pin-Up: Contemporary Collage and Drawing explores 

a middle ground between these two techniques through the work of nine international artists. While working 

within the autonomous definition of drawing established by the MOMA exhibition, their work demonstrates a 

more traditional approach to collage: for a start, these artists all engage with paper as a medium.    

 

All of the artists are emerging in their careers, with nearly half of them recently represented by galleries at the 

2004 Frieze Art Fair in London. Although each artist’s practice is fairly diverse, a coherent body or specific 

series of work has been selected to fit within the context of the exhibition. The title Pin-Up refers to both the 

literal attaching of paper to the wall and to the gender politics explored by many of the artists.   
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Steven Shearer, Untitled poster works, 1999-2004, 
window installation at Tate Modern, 2004-2005. 

 

The exhibition announces itself from the outside of Tate Modern with Vancouver artist Steven Shearer’s 

Untitled poster works 1999-2004. In contrast to the muted brick façade of the building, his multi-coloured 

poster display fills the ground-level bay window with photographs reproduced from 1970s teen magazines. 

Like a shop window display (the window is actually Tate’s old shop window), Shearer’s closely-fitted layout 

assumes a commercial presentation which is undercut by a strange sense of unfashionable nostalgia. Images 

of bell-bottoms, psychedelic designs, and a young David Bowie are enlarged and reprinted onto poster 

papers implying the more intimate space of the bedroom interior. The specificity of each image becomes lost 

among the jarring and seemingly arbitrary assignment of colours – as if Shearer’s formal arrangement of the 

work references a completely different and contradictory set of early modernist aesthetics.   

 

Untitled poster works holds memory and nostalgia on the cusp of sentimentality, but is ultimately concerned 

with accumulation and the archive, a kind of anthropological survey of rock culture. Inside the gallery, Shearer 

reinforces this interest with Guitar #5 (2002-3), a large inkjet print which consists of hundreds of pictures of 

people posing with or playing their guitars. These redundant yet endlessly variable thumbnails are 

presumably only a sample of what Shearer has been able to mine from the internet. The sense of voyeurism 

and disembodied vision usually associated with internet imagery is noticeably absent from Guitar #5. Instead, 
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the apparent pride and happiness of each person (most are male) contributes to an overall celebratory tone 

also found in his poster installation. 

 

If this survey of guitar players is of a primarily male-dominated experience, then works by other artists counter 

with a consideration of contemporary gender politics. Kenyan-born artist, Wangechi Mutu assembles 

mismatching body parts from magazine glamour girls while maintaining elegant, statuesque poses. The 

portraits are misshapen, elongated, grotesque exaggerations of beauty comparable to Hannah Höch’s Dada 

collages. But where Höch’s photomontages involved a broad political critique of the bourgeoisie, Mutu 

focuses specifically on the effect of European ideals of beauty on African women. On a formal level, this is 

realized through the use of vibrant watercolours derived from African colour schemes. The aptly titled Alien 

Awe Series (2003) thus becomes both a post-colonial feminist investigation and a beautiful aesthetic 

reconfiguration; these portraits float gracefully on their transparent mylar backings with a monstrous elegance.   

 

 
Wangechi Mutu, Untitled (Classic Profile Series), 2003, 
ink, collage on mylar, 55.6 x 40.3 cm. Collection of 
Larry Mathews, San Francisco. Courtesy of the artist 
and Susanne Vielmetter, Los Angeles Projects. © 
Wangechi Mutu. 
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Recalling some of the earliest collage techniques, Godfried Donkor uses pages from The Financial Times as 

backgrounds for his Madonna (2000-3) variants. Onto these, he layers on eighteenth-century etchings of 

slave ships, Trinidadian models, and golden haloes, bringing a variety of images from different world 

economies into a classical papier collé critique of colonization and the objectification of women. The Ghana-

born Donkor selects the imagery he juxtaposes to keep the historical remnants of colonization raw and fresh. 

Like the first collages, this textual layering opens the work to a contemporary semiotic reading that gauges the 

meaning of these symbols and signs. 

 

 

Godfried Donkor, Black Madonna I, 2001, mixed media 
collage on paper 50 x 38 cm. Courtesy of the artist. © 
Godfried Donkor. 

 

Dutch artist Amie Dicke also works with the depiction of women in magazines. Using a single or double-page 

spread of supermodels from fashion magazines like Vogue, she carefully incises the figures, forming anti-

idealized skeletons of lattices and webs. In addition to her scalpel, Dicke uses a marker to further inscribe a 

gothic aesthetic of heavy black outlining. The resultant image is an ugly decimation of hair and vacant eyes, 

yet is also a beautifully resolved sculptural object. Explosion and Isabeli (both 2004) are her first 

enlargements on a gigantic scale (1.8 x 2.5 meters), allowing the paper to bow and flex under its own weight. 

The works thus cast deep shadows of outlines on the wall, reinforcing their imposing presence over the 

viewer.   
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Amie Dicke, Isabeli, 2004, cut out, ink on paper, 248 x 174 cm. Poju & 
Anita Zabludowicz Collection. Courtesy of peres projects, Los Angeles. 
© Amie Dicke. 

 

German-born Nicole Wermers seamlessly collages images of perfume bottles cut from magazine 

advertisements. Meticulously arranged, these become autonomous sculptural glassworks, punctuated by 

shadings of liquid colour and hyper-reflective edges. Wermers neutralizes the fetishized object into 

architectonic studies of light and forms. Her video installation of a similar bottle composition, Notre Dame 

(2002), casts a pinkish hue on the surrounding gallery walls, recalling the glows of both a stained glass 

window and a Dan Flavin installation. Like Shearer, she begins with the problem of consumption and provides 

a response that recalls modernist abstraction. 
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Nicole Wermers, Untitled (Glass collage), 2003, collage, magazine 
pages, 61 x 44 cm. Courtesy Produzentengalerie, Hamburg. © 
Nicole Wermers. 

 

In appropriating media imagery and disintegrating originating forms, Mutu, Donkor, Dicke, and Wermers rely 

on the inherent ability of collage to disrupt the visual narrative. In particular, the work of Dicke and Wermers 

recalls collage of the 1960s where ‘the collagist’s source materials are not simulated wood grain or stencilled 

commercial lettering, but photographs themselves, treated on the one hand as material thing, on the other as 

disembodied image.’3 These artists transform paper as the image’s material support into paper into a 

sculptural object.   

 

It is this tension between medium and narrative that the work of Swedish artist Jockum Nordström explores. 

When figurative, Nordström creates interior domestic scenes and whole developments of suburban housing 

out of tiny bits of craft paper and pencil; when abstract, the same bits of paper form patterns of shapes and 

colours with decorative overtones. By blending both together, he suspends the formation of a coherent 

narrative. Instead, awkwardness prevails over his characters who are either frozen in moments of posturing in 

formal dress or plainly engaged in illicit scenes of sex. Nordström’s homely and cartoon-like characters have 

been described as folksy, but this quaint notion soon gives way to an eerie sense of alienation that is reflected 

in the suburban architecture and the domestic mise en scène.  
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Jockum Nordström, The Order of Things, 2004, mixed media on paper. 
Collection of Pontus Bonnier, Stockholm. Courtesy of Galleri Magnus Karlsson, 
Stockholm and David Zwirner, New York. © Jockum Nordström. 

 

The conflicting tendencies of drawing as an immediate trace of authorship and collage as disrupting narrative 

collide in work of Sebastiaan Bremer, Dr Lakra, and Matt Bryans. Abstraction creeps into Bremer’s enlarged 

Polaroids via a plethora of tiny coloured dots that form swirling clouds of patterns, sometimes coalescing into 

objects or faces. The photographs themselves are dark or out of focus with only hints of people or objects. 

Bremer meticulously hand paints each dot, sometimes following the shape of the underlying photograph and 

sometimes refusing it, but always responding to it. The instantaneous time of the photograph is put into play 

against the laborious painterly time of inking the surface. 
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Sebastiaan Bremer, Sister Sister, 2004, ink on  Dr Lakra, Mosquitoes, 2003, ink and  
C-print, 94.6 x 102.2 cm., Courtesy of Galerie  paint on vintage magazine,  
Barbara Thumm. Berlin and Roebling Hall,  30.5 x 25.5 cm. 
New York. © Sebastiaan Bremer. Courtesy of Kate MacGarry. London. © Dr 

Lakra. 
 

Like Bremer, Dr Lakra modifies readymade images by intricately drawing over them. Dr Lakra is a practicing 

tattoo artist from Mexico, who gave permanent tattoos to visitors at the 2004 Basel Art Fair. Turning his skin 

technique to pictures of 1950s pin-up girls, he covers them with a complex network of sexual and often 

degrading tattoos and graffiti, which include gangland imagery and Mexican slang. Their inscription on these 

half-naked women might read as a second textual layer of male desire inscribed over the first. Yet the fact 

that his pictures are not solely limited to women and include cartoon-like devils, serpents, and insects, allow 

the drawings retain a dark sense of irony and humour.   
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Matt Bryans, Untitled, 2004, erased newspaper, dimensions variable. 
Courtesy of the artist and Kate MacGarry, London. © Matt Bryans. 
 

For Pin-Up, Matt Bryans has designed a site-specific work that covers most of the gallery’s end wall with 

newspaper photographs. The pastel shades of off-whites and yellows combined with the work’s sheer size 

give it the feel of a fresco. But unlike Dicke’s large-scale work, which emphasizes linear form, Bryans’ papers 

naturally fade at different rates creating a subtle patchwork of shifting tonalities. He has rubbed-out each 

clipping, leaving only eyes and the occasional mouth, the most communicative parts of the face, as traces of 

his obliteration. His eraser leaves a visible brushwork of patterns in the newspaper ink, giving each individual 

clipping a painterly texture at the micro-level. Erasure here has a democratizing function as Bryans reduces 

individuals to a minimal set of shared traits. 

 

Bryans’ and Shearer’s accumulations derive from apparently limitless sources and yet both have a sense of 

finite boundaries determined in response to the installation space. In fact, all of the works in Pin-Up are 

composed as discreet objects; none has the sense of expansion beyond its frame or betraying an information 

overload. Rather, the concerns are specific and overwhelmingly social – Donkor, Mutu, and Lakra all bring 

issues of non-Western cultures to the fore and nearly everyone (save Bremer, who redoubles abstraction) 

questions prevailing constructions of identity. 

 

While organized on principles of technique, there is a clear contemporary aesthetic shared by the works. Most 

of them are glossy and shiny; the works are simply beautiful, attractive, and self-enclosed. They are resolved 

without being elusive, critical without being disorienting. The subversive nature of collage has inevitably 

softened since the 1910s, when the cubists were radically challenging the conventions of painting, and since 

the 1960s, when the commercialized appropriation of the technique became mainstream in advertising and 

media. Greenberg’s claim that ‘after classical Cubism the development of collage was largely oriented to 
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shock value’4 could not predict post-modern economies of circulation and consumption. The work in Pin-Up 

can only be but subtle in its approach and yet is active in its refusal to include three-dimensional objects as a 

part of the pastiche. If these artists return to the seemingly ‘evacuated, obsolescent’ material of paper at this 

particular historical moment, they do so in order to establish a relational position opposite to that of installation 

and sculpture in the expanded field. 

 

 

Clifford Lauson 

Tate Modern, London 

 

                                                
1 Benjamin Buchloh, ‘From Detail to Fragment: Décollage Affichiste’, October 56, 1991, p.107. 
 
2 Laura Hoptman, Drawing Now: Eight Propositions Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2003, p.12. 
 
3 Brandon Taylor, Collage: The Making of Modern Art, Thames and Hudson, London, 2004, p. 176. 
 
4 Clement Greenberg, ‘The Pasted-Paper Revolution’ (1958/1961), John O’Brian (ed.), Clement Greenberg: 
The Collected Essays and Criticism Vol.4, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1993, p.65. 
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Photography & Surrealism: Sexuality, Colonialism and Social 

Dissent by David Bate, I.B. Taurus & Co. Ltd, London and New 

York, 2004, 272 pp., 42 b & w ills, £19.95, ISBN: 1 86064 379 5 

(paperback) 

As David Bate points out in his preface, a critical space exists between the corpus of 

works dedicated to Surrealism and those concerned with the field of photography.  The dearth 

of publications detailing both in equal detail (and which he deems to be suitable for his 

photography students) is to be rightly lamented and thus it is implied that this work will fill the 

gap currently bridged by publications that Bate describes as being ‘too difficult, too simple, 

ahistorical’ or missing ‘the whole point of surrealism’(p.vii).  In opening with this criticism Bate 

sets the parameters of his own work - directed at a particular intellectual level of undergraduate 

audience - as redressing these problems by providing a considered re-evaluation of the subject 

which aims to resituate Surrealist photography within the context of the movement’s 

relationships with contemporaneous social and political issues. Although Bate does not 

specify the targets of his condemnation, it can be assumed (due to the paucity of material on 

the subject) that the work of Rosalind Krauss on Surrealism and photography1 and the 

catalogue of essays accompanying the influential 1985 L’Amour fou exhibition
2
 constitute that 

which is ‘too difficult’. Although these assessments of the role of photography within Surrealism 

are not without their own set of problems, in particular their insertion into Krauss’s October 

orientated project to assert an alternative trajectory for Modernism and to focus on the 

indexicality of the photographic image,
3
 they provided the first serious attempts to theorise the 

photograph as integral to the Surrealist project.  Bate thus assumes that acknowledging 

photography as intrinsic to Surrealist production is no longer necessary. Rather than locating 

certain themes of Surrealism in the photographic productions of the Surrealists he seeks to read 

the larger themes of Surrealism through photography. To this end, the book is predicated 

around three particular issues: sexuality, colonialism and social dissent.  Bate’s claim for 

Surrealism is that it operated within terms that may be understood through an analogous 

relationship to the Oedipal triangle of father, mother and child, the Surrealists working against 

the role of the parents as played by ‘bourgeois sexual relations, masculinity and feminity, 
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institutional treatment of the ill, social prejudices, religious bigotry, Eurocentrism and colonialist 

politics’(p.ix).  Indeed, this initial reference to psychoanalysis sets the tone for the remainder of 

the book, which repeatedly turns to Freudian and Lacanian exposition, not so much for 

interrogation of the images in hand, but to explain the rationale behind Surrealist attitudes and 

the responses of the individuals involved to their historical and cultural conditions. 

Connected to this use of psychoanalysis is the successful attempt in the first chapter to 

classify and clarify Surrealist photography, in order to remove it from the ‘too difficult’. In dividing 

the photographic output of the Surrealists along explicit terms which utilise photographic 

semiotics as much as psychoanalysis, the reader and student is provided with a framework for 

their own understanding and investigations.  The three categories of Surrealist photography 

given as the mimetic, the ‘prophotographic’, and the enigmatic, effectively separate the objects 

of the study into, respectively, illustrative images, those already containing Surrealist ‘content’, 

and those photographs which ‘obscure meaning’(pp.22-29). The last category is one that is 

repeatedly alluded to within the book and is dependent upon the employment of Jean 

Laplanche’s concept of the ‘enigmatic signifier’.  According to Laplanche an enigma ‘can only be 

proposed by someone who does not master the answer, because his message is a 

compromise-formation in which his unconscious takes part’.
4
 The usefulness of this concept for 

Bate is dependent upon his assumption that the unconscious of the photographer or 

manipulator of found photographic images is necessarily implicated within the aforementioned 

historical and social conditions.  This allows Bate’s project to both refuse a closure of meaning 

on any particular image (as it is impossible to definitively analyse all potential influences on the 

formation of the unconscious) and to avoid the problems associated with an assumed 

autobiographical psychoanalytic reading of the artist. 

In fact the breadth of psychoanalytic, semiotic and cultural theory is so wide that it 

operates occasionally to divert the reader’s attention from the subjects of the book to Bate’s 

own intellectual supports. Although the use of Althusser, Barthes, Bhabha, Freud, Lacan, 

Laplanche and Said among others, is carefully considered within each chapter of the book, the 

combination lends itself to a complexity which might bewilder its intended audience.  However, 

this theoretically rich approach does result in an expansion of the terms in which we can 
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productively consider Surrealist photography.  For example, by drawing on the interrogation of 

the emblem in studies of seventeenth-century literature Bate usefully proposes a reading of the 

captioned photographs of La Révolution surréaliste that projects them as poetic image, a 

particular convention of the combination of text and image (pp. 35-37). 

The first chapter, ‘What is a Surrealist photograph?’ carefully delineates not only the 

aforementioned categorisations of the photograph, but also concerns itself with an exemplary 

signifier of Bate’s entire project.  In taking the famous photomontage of Germaine Berton 

surrounded by portraits of the Surrealists and Freud, as published in the December 1924 issue 

of La Révolution surréaliste, he successfully extends the usual contextualisation of the work.  

This is carried out through painstaking historical research that allows the interpretation of the 

work as a celebration, of Berton’s act of anarchy in shooting the right-wing political leader 

Marius Plateau to be supplanted by a new analysis of the formal appearance of the montage 

and Berton’s recent suicide.  In combining a deconstruction of the photograph itself and its 

socio-cultural background Bate introduces the reader to many of his themes: the role of ‘woman’ 

within Surrealism, death and love, murder and suicide, the political affiliations of the group, and 

the role of the image as emblematic representation of the dream-work.  

Chapter Two is more curious in its relationship to the book as a whole.  Taking as its 

subject ‘the automatic image’ it provides an excellent account of the development of automatism 

within the field of psychology and inserts this into a reading of the equivocal relationship 

between the visual or verbal automatist production of the Surrealists. In this discussion the 

proposal appears to be that the problematic of automatism was not the difficulty of rendering a 

pure automatist image without recourse to conscious control, but rather Breton’s insistence on 

disrupting the conventional pattern of signifier and signified, inserting into the gap the psychical 

structures of the unconscious.  Photography is hereby reinserted into the context of all visual 

Surrealist production and simultaneously removed from the assumption that it is innately 

automatist in its indexicality.  Bate’s proposal is clear and useful, although the lack of detailed 

analysis of any particular photograph distances it from the structure of the rest of the book. 
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Chapter Three elaborates a re-reading of the Parisian photographs of André Breton’s 

book Nadja within the familiar terms of their connections to sites of revolution and insurrection 

(as first described by Margaret Cohen
5
) and the emptiness of the images.  However, his 

concentration on the commissioned photographs of Breton’s Paris curiously leaves unexplored 

the other images of the book, which are at least as interesting.  What is the role of the doubled 

photograph of Robert Desnos and the relatively unexplored addition to the 1964 edition of the 

photomontage of Nadja’s eyes? It is possible to conjecture that Bate is avoiding reference to 

Krauss’s theories of doubling,
6
 but the expertise he demonstrates in the remainder of the book 

suggests that he could have provided a useful interpretation of these works within the context of 

his argument. 

In Chapter Four the reader is presented with an apposite analysis of a work that Bate 

claims remains largely overlooked in critical examinations of Surrealism, an aspect he finds 

puzzling when considered in relation to the notoriety of the photograph. This discussion of Man 

Ray’s Le Violon d’Ingres (1924) does indeed redress this perceived slight to the work, carefully 

analysing it in relation to the cultural currency of Ingres, the appropriation of ‘the oriental’ into 

fashion and the associated intimations of sexuality that may be derived from its references to 

the French master and the ‘otherness’ of the image.  In these terms the chapter acts as a 

companion piece to Kirsten Hoving Powell’s article on the same subject, which incidentally 

extended the argument to an evaluation of the writings of Sade on the work of Man Ray, a topic 

which is the subject of Bate’s next chapter, ‘The Sadean Eye’.
7
  In this discussion the author 

analyses the influence of Sade on Surrealism, carefully differentiating between an implied 

misogyny and the practice of sadism and the personal lives of the Surrealists and their artistic 

output.  As he rightly suggests, such distinctions also need to be drawn carefully: otherwise they 

risk collapsing the ‘symbolic and imaginary registers together’ (p.148). Bate chooses to 

configure his argument through a discussion of the Surrealist emphasis on love.  In referencing 

the ideals of courtly love within the same context as sadistic desire he proposes a re-reading of 

the Surrealist engagement with love through an ideal of suffering that encompasses a Freudian 

reading of the obsessions of the subject projected onto the Surrealist image of woman as a 

framework for their own desire. 
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The sixth and seventh chapters ‘Black object, White Subject’ and ‘The Truth of the 

Colonies’, are constructed around the examination of Man Ray’s Noire et Blanche (1926) and 

the photographs of the The Truth of the Colonies exhibition (1931) in terms of their involvement 

within the contemporaneous discourses of colonialism and the more recent examinations of the 

meanings of such relationships.  As such, Bate posits an illuminating discussion on the 

Surrealist’s complex critique of Imperialism that connects it to his thesis that photographs were 

used within the movement to produce conflicting images which destabilise both conventions of 

representation and dominant ideologies.  The book concludes with a brief account of the 

passing of Surrealism in the face of impending fascism, drawing attention to its few last gasps 

as an international literary and artistic avant-garde and a localised point of political resistance in 

left-wing French politics.  In this division he replays the concerns of the book which revolve 

around the analysis of the photographic objects of Surrealist art production and the actions of a 

group committed to social and political dissent. 

In conclusion the book is a valuable contribution to the existing literature on the subject 

of Surrealism and photography.  However, as is clear from my brief précis of the chapters 

Surrealist photography is not really the subject of this book.  Rather, the use of the photographic 

by the Surrealists is proposed as a methodology in itself (via the analytic toolkit that Bate 

acknowledges in his preface) for reading through the concerns of the movement.  The author 

himself appears aware of this aspect of his project and it therefore appears unjust to make it a 

criticism of this work, especially when a new survey of photography and Surrealism is not really 

needed.  Instead, I would like to suggest that this book is as valuable for its dissections of its 

subtitle ‘sexuality, colonialism and social dissent’ as it is for its ostensible topic.  While the book 

maintains related concerns throughout it resists the tendency to explain the role of photography 

for Surrealism, presenting in its place eight distinct chapters each of which is able to stand 

independently from the rest of the text. 

 

Samantha Lackey, 

University of Manchester 



© Samantha Lackey, 2005 

 Papers of Surrealism Issue 3 Spring 2005 

 

6

 

                                                
1 Rosalind Krauss, ‘The Photographic Conditions of Surrealism,’ in The Originality of the Avant-
Garde and Other Modernist Myths, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass. and London, 1985, 87-
118. 
 
2 Rosalind Krauss and Jane Livingstone, L’Amour fou. Photography and Surrealism, 
Washington D.C., The Corcoran Gallery of Art and New York: Abbeville Press, 1985. 
3 In focusing on the indexicality of the Surrealist photograph Rosalind Krauss refers back to her 
assertion that the diversity of American art of the 1970s may be resolved through recourse to 
the importance of the photographic index (as mediated through Duchamp). Rosalind Krauss, 
‘Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America (Part 1),’ October, no. 3, Spring 1977, pp. 68-81 
and ‘Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America (Part 2),’ October, no. 4, Fall 1977, pp. 58-
67. 
 
4 Jean Laplanche, Essays on Otherness, Routledge, London, pp. 254-5, note 46 as quoted in 
Bate p. 22.  
 
5 Margaret Cohen, Profane Illumination. Walter Benjamin and the Paris of Surrealist Revolution, 
University of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1993. 
6 Krauss’s argument points to the strategy of doubling within the Surrealist photograph, 
emphasising the resulting effect of deferral as registering ‘the paradox of reality constituted as 
sign’, a project she places at the heart of Surrealism. Krauss, ‘The Photographic Conditions of 
Surrealism,’ pp. 109-113. 
 
7 Kirsten Hoving Powell, ‘Le Violon d’Ingres: Man Ray’s Variations on Ingres, Deformation, 
Desire and de Sade,’ Art History, vol. 23, no. 5, 2000, pp. 772-799. 
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Surrealism today:  

two books, a few questions and the mood of the times  
 

Surrealism, edited by Mary Ann Caws, Phaidon, London, 2004, 304 pp., 255 colour 
and b. & w. ills., £45.00, ISBN 0714842591 (hardback) 
Dada and Surrealism: A Very Short Introduction, by David Hopkins, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 198 pp, £5.99, ISBN 0192802542 (paperback) 
 
When the Musée national d’art moderne in Paris received by official bequest the ‘wall’ from André 

Breton’s studio, we should have been able to welcome the fact that on the one hand this ensemble 

had been preserved in its original state, and on the other hand that it would now be possible for 

anybody to come in their own time to lose (or find) themselves in it. But in vain. For those who had had 

the chance to see the wall in the rue Fontaine, the move was a disaster. Absolutely nothing remained 

in the museum’s galleries of everything that in Breton’s studio had surrounded you, had grabbed you 

and literally absorbed you from all directions, and had even given you a feeling of physical 

magnification: located behind Breton’s desk, I have always seen this ‘wall’ as a prolongation of his 

spinal column, an almost organic and responsive outgrowth of his thought. Wedged behind its pane of 

glass and virtually mummified, the ‘wall’ in the museum was suffocated, becoming a dark and indistinct 

mass, a disembodied collection, a curiosity shop emptied of all its magic. The works exhibited in 

Breton’s studio became no more than a rather dense and unruly pile of things, as if someone had left 

there a number of objects which no-one quite knew what to do with, waiting to be tidied away. Yet a 

few simple solutions could have easily helped to avoid this mistake. On the one hand, this ‘wall’ could 

have been placed in a space which reproduced more or less the dimensions of the rue Fontaine 

studio, giving it its proper size; on the other it could have been taken out of the museum’s ‘circuit,’ as 

the eminently free conjunction of objects and works created in it by Breton evidently had nothing to do 

with a museum-based point of view: its choice of elements did not correspond to any ‘historical’ 

criteria, and their interrelationships had no scientific or pedagogical intent. The ‘wall’ was merely there 

to ‘bring to light’ a ‘spontaneous, extra-lucid and insolent relationship which arises, under certain 

conditions, between one thing and another, which common sense would normally refrain from 

confronting.’1 

 

Nothing is more difficult, admittedly, than to set up and stage analogical relationships like this, to make 

them intelligible without letting them lose their dazzling spark. Nothing is more difficult than to maintain 

the link between the two elements – so disparate, by definition - of the surrealist image. Nothing is 

more difficult, admittedly, than to juxtapose works and texts, to preserve the light that each can shed in 

and by itself, and at the same time make them cohere. And what holds for these works does so 

equally for the movement that gave rise to them. Nothing is more difficult, then, than to give a true 

image of surrealism, to respect the scope of its debates, to keep its ‘borderless’ limits clear, to 

reinstate it in all of the brilliance of its deviations, its contradictions, in all the density of its artistic, 

social and political interrogations. Nothing is more difficult than not to lose track en route of the pole 
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towards which the compass points, not to restrict the open field of word or action, and to keep the door 

to the marvellous wide open. The task of presenting, or, more modestly, introducing surrealism, has 

been taken up by two recent books, Surrealism, edited by Mary Ann Caws and Dada and Surrealism, 

a Very Short Indroduction, by David Hopkins.  

 

David Hopkins’ book seems to me to be both historically precise and intellectually honest in its survey 

of the two movements. The particular problematic that he pursues in linking dada to surrealism, as he 

himself notes, derives from an Anglo-Saxon perspective and from the ‘seminal’ MoMA exhibitions, 

Alfred Barr’s Fantastic Art, Dada and Surrealism (1936) and William Rubin’s, Dada and Surrealism 

(1968).2 Yet it is not certain that the comparison between the two movements can always be 

informative, let alone pertinent. Whether the dada ‘scandals,’ for example, find their equivalent in the 

surrealist ‘provocations’ (does the Barrès trial have the same power and impact as the film L’Age 

d’or ?), whether the international political and moral situation of the WW1 years called for the same 

responses as that of the 1920s, 1930s or 1950s, or whether the desire or indeed will to make works of 

‘art’ or ‘anti-art’ are convincing criteria by which to judge surrealist works, remains open to question. In 

other words, the principle of opposition that David Hopkins often uses (‘being Dada, being Surrealist,’ 

‘Automatism versus Chance,’ ‘Collage versus Painting,’ ‘Ready made versus Object,’ etc.) is limited. 

Nevertheless, in his wish to provide very broad coverage of the wide-ranging activities of the two 

movements, David Hopkins succeeds in producing an introduction to them that is accurate and above 

all maintains a sense of their living presence. 

 

The same certainly cannot be said about Mary Ann Caws’ book, whose argument, as rich and 

generous as it might wish itself to be, seems to me in reality to be seriously misguided. This book is 

confusing in its choice of thematic sections (a confusion heightened by the fact that, as the book 

explains, these are interchangeable and that they can interconnect, as in the surrealist game known 

as ‘l’un dans l’autre’ - ‘the one within the other’). It is confused in its separation of artworks- presented 

as ‘works’- and texts- presented as ‘documents’- even if they are of the calibre of Aragon’s Paysan de 

Paris or of André Breton’s L’Amour fou (illustrations get the best placement and luxurious paper, while 

‘documents’ are restricted to tight columns of text and recycled paper). Without completely mixing 

things up, would it not have been infinitely preferable to bring together plastic works and poetic texts? 

Finally, the book is confusing in its references to authors - why such a high proportion of texts by 

Georges Bataille? Why no text by de Sade or by Picabia? How should we distinguish between texts 

written by members of the surrealist group, and texts on surrealism (Foucault, Bachelard, Camus, 

Herbert Read)?  

 

Mary Ann Caws’ book, just like the display of the studio ‘wall’ in the Musée national d’art moderne, 

raises the question of surrealism’s diffusion, and of how to present it to the majority of people. It is with 

this question above all that I would like to concern myself. The question is firstly - or ought firstly to be 

- that of why? Nobody asks themselves this anymore, so obvious does the answer seem: we need to 

talk about surrealism because, having entered into history, surrealism owes it to itself to be accessible 

to the majority. Surrealism’s public acknowledgement can be gauged variously: by the two recent 
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exhibitions dealing with surrealism, Surrealism: Desire Unbound at the Tate Gallery and at the 

Metropolitan Museum, and La Révolution surréaliste at the Musée national d’art moderne, which both 

attracted considerable crowds; by the ‘value’ acquired by surrealist works on the art market- the 

exceptional success of the sale of the Breton studio serves to confirm this; as well as by an inflation in 

academic interest- art historians and critics seized on surrealism in the 1970s and have not let go 

since. Acknowledgement of this kind certainly defies all misgivings, including those of Breton who in 

the Second Manifesto proclaimed the need to ‘absolutely prevent the public from entering in order to 

avoid confusion.’ Breton’s attitude would today be considered elitist and is very politically incorrect. 

Nevertheless, when in the 1950s Breton had to speak about surrealism on the radio, he played along. 

He began however by making clear that: ‘we can well see what we have become, and which events 

have marked our lives during its course, but what always remains hidden and stays more or less 

veiled, is what has catalysed these events, that “something” which made our mental lives take this or 

than turning.’ In other words, relying on facts and on the succession of facts, just like relying on 

bringing works together, is not enough. The binding materials, the flame and the light which 

illuminated and interconnected facts to one another will be missing - just as the context and space 

needed to keep alive the perceptible spark which allows us to grasp the relationships between its 

constituent objects, is missing from the ‘wall.’  

 

The art market, exhibitions, lectures and university courses: how can a human adventure consisting of 

love, battles, passions, hopes and despair be transformed into a communicable cultural fact, a piece 

of history, a repertory of works, a collection? If the ‘flame’ cannot be presented for what it is- blinding 

and ephemeral, shifting and uncertain- what is left? In the museum or university context of the 

category of ‘art history,’ how can surrealism express itself, being at once an ‘artistic’ movement, a 

moment of political history and also, finally, a passionately human adventure? Unsurprisingly, the 

formal, aesthetic perspective has evidently triumphed over the other two. The political has been 

dismissed for being irrelevant to the appreciation of form. And it is in this regard that Mary Ann Caws’ 

book is most worthy of condemnation, in that she removes almost completely from her introduction 

and from the rest of the work all references, allusions and information relating to surrealism’s political 

commitments: for example, she places a reproduction of Guernica (whose status as a ‘surrealist’ work, 

by the way, remains to be demonstrated) in the section on ‘Delirium’!  

 

Let me be clear: to get rid of all traces of the ‘political positions of surrealism’ in this way amounts, in 

my eyes, to an absolute misunderstanding of the nature of surrealism itself and of the works that it 

gave rise to. To say nothing about surrealist action is to disembody the dream, to make it inoperative. 

Or to make it simply a form of entertainment: ‘Those modern poets and artists ... who aspire very 

consciously to bring about a new world, a better world, need at all costs to swim against the current 

which sweeps them along and turns them into simple entertainers with whom the bourgeoisie will 

always be able to feel at ease (they tried to make the dead Baudelaire and Rimbaud into Catholic 

poets).’3 This purely ‘aesthetic’ presentation of surrealism is nevertheless prevalent. By entering into 

history, surrealism has lost in the eyes of its critics its great black cloak of rebellion and humour, its 

eternal adolescent fury, its imperious desire to ‘transform the world.’ By ignoring the revolutionary 
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vocation of the surrealist movement, by saying nothing of the political commitments of the painters and 

poets who brought it to life, museums, collectors, critics and historians have forced it brutally back into 

the familiar grooves of a simple ‘artistic movement’ which will have done little more than produce art 

works. These can then be valorised with the help of the superb publicity and promotional back-up that 

exhibitions and catalogues now provide- an uneasy beauty and promising rarity, or rare beauty and 

promising uneasiness. The most spectacular works and most simplistic images then enjoy the highest 

visibility- and the highest prices. In this game, evidently Dalí and Magritte come out on top, those 

same artists which we find in front and back covers of the Phaidon book.  

 

Leafing through these coffee table books, walking through museum galleries, what I have the 

impression of witnessing is a sort of impoverishment. What used to be shouted out - Hands off Love ! 

Back to your kennels you yelping hounds of God! -, what used to be whispered in your ear- Eluard and 

Man Ray’s Facile, Toyen’s Relâche -, and what used to take me by the hand - Miró’s Spanish Dancer, 

Max Ernst’s Bride, Bellmer’s Doll -, all of this has fallen silent. We no longer know what to show (or 

what to see?) of surrealism but traces, fragments, as if the momentum had been forever lost, as if the 

words ‘dream’ and ‘liberty’ firmly belonged to a dead language, as if wanting to ‘change life’ harked 

back to an antediluvian utopia. We wash poems and works clean of their social and political context, 

we isolate them one from the other and we place between them and ourselves thick and opaque glass 

panes. We keep our distance, literally as well as figuratively. This distance, so like a way of burying 

things, has always bothered me. Far from being a simple and sometimes necessary critical distance, it 

has in reality everything of a denial about it. For it is always about concealing the relationship between 

revolutionary violence and poetic fury. To empty works of the rebellion that gave rise to them, or to 

empty the rebellious element from works which contain it, means denying in all cases that it is possible 

to feel, in the face of the world today, a duty to refuse and to project - that same duty that Breton 

assigned to the work of art: ‘A work of art is only valid in so far as the flickering reflections of the future 

pass through it.’4 The ‘legacy’ of surrealism, if legacy there needs to be, is exactly located in this duty 

to refuse, in a particular kind of attention to the world, in this ethics of action and dream reconciled, 

and not, trivially, in a more or less organised and profitable means of producing works of all kinds - 

poems ‘to be shouted among the ruins,’ turning pictures (a term invented by Georges Malkine), soft 

sculptures, disagreeable objects, etc. - enlisted in a pseudo-genealogy so beloved of art historians 

and museums. Is it in fact this eminently moral position that is such an inconvenience?  

 

How can this be conveyed? And is it possible? Probably not. Poetry’s essence cannot be conveyed or 

taught, at least not without serious losses. ‘To my liking,’ Breton once said, ‘it is already too much that 

surrealism has begun to be taught in schools. I have no doubt that this is a means of diminishing it.’5 

And so what? What does it matter if this only affects, after all, a very limited number of men and 

women? All we can do is suggest certain directions, to try and stay as close as possible to a truth that 

is not formal, but lived, including, and above all, by ourselves. For it is not knowledge that needs to be 

transmitted, but an experience. Let us dream. Let us dream of a book or a museum which will speak to 

us of surrealism in the way in which Breton, in Nadja, evokes a visit to a museum: ‘I like very much 

those men who get themselves locked in museums at night so that they can contemplate at leisure, in 
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an illicit moment, a portrait of a woman that they illuminate with a lantern. How, after this, can they not 

know much more about this woman than us? It may be that life demands to be deciphered like a 

cryptogram. Secret stairways, frames whose pictures swiftly slip aside and disappear to make way for 

an archangel carrying a sword, or to make way for those who need to go forward, always, switches 

which respond to very indirect pressure and which bring about a shift in height and length of a whole 

room and the quickest change of scenery: we can conceive of the mind’s greatest adventure as a trip 

of this kind to a paradise of traps.’  

 

Vincent Gille 

Pavillon des Arts, Paris 

 

 

 

                                                
The text and quotations have been translated by Anna Dezeuze and Julia Kelly. 
1 André Breton, ‘Signe ascendant’ (1949), in Œuvres complètes, t. III, Paris, 1999, 766.  
 
2 A similar question arose in France in relation to Michel Sanouillet’s book (Dada à Paris, Paris, 1965), 
but the debate centred on the origins of the ‘irreducible’ opposition between Breton and Tzara. 
 
3 Breton, ‘Position politique de l’art d’aujourd’hui,’ in Position politique du surréalisme (1935), in 
Œuvres complètes, t. II, Paris, 1992, 419.  
 
4 Breton, ‘Interview d’Indice,’ in Position politique du surréalisme, (1935), Œuvres complètes, t. II, 447-
448.  
 
5 Breton, Entretien XVI avec André Parinaud, surréalisme, (1952), in Œuvres complètes, t. III, Paris, 
571.  
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Prosthetic Gods by Hal Foster, Cambridge, Mass. and London, MIT 

Press, 2004, 464 pp, 15 colour plates and numerous black and white 

ills., £ 22. 95, ISBN 0262062429. 

 

Hal Foster’s writings are always deeply intelligent and challenging and this collection of eight essays, 

nearly all of which have appeared previously in other forms, will be gratefully received and widely 

read. The essays deal with a variety of topics, including primitivist rhetoric in early twentieth-century 

art, the architectural theory of Adolf Loos, the machinist imagery of Marinetti and Wyndham Lewis, 

reflections on psychotic art from the Prinzhorn collection, aspects of Max Ernst’s Cologne Dada 

production, images of women in surrealist photography and the art of Robert Gober.  

 

To an even greater extent than in his previous books (with the exception perhaps of Compulsive 

Beauty) Foster links these seemingly disparate topics via a psycho-analytic logic. Freudian and 

Lacanian modes of analysis predominate throughout these essays, forming the basis for the complex 

theoretical and interpretative schemas by which the book is unified. For instance, two of the finest 

essays - the title piece ‘Prosthetic Gods’ on Marinetti and Lewis, and ‘A Bashed Ego’ on early Ernst - 

powerfully contrast representations of male subjectivity in early twentieth-century art, using Lacanian 

conceptualizations of lack alongside the Freudian concept of the ‘death instinct’ (a notion much used 

in Compulsive Beauty but arguably more telling in this shorter essay). These psycho-analytic 

strategies are augmented by the ideas of Klaus Theweleit (on male Fascist psychology) and Leo 

Bersani  

(on masochistic self-shattering) in order, finally, to set up the Marinetti/Lewis aesthetic of machinist 

‘hardening’/armoring against the more parodic and self-reflexive uses of related imagery in Ernst’s 

Dada printer’s block drawings of 1919-20. Foster argues that the work of Marinetti/Lewis suggests 

that ‘the very stake of high modernism at this time involves wagers with reification and death’ (p. 149). 

In contrast, Ernst exacerbates this strategy of mimicking the anti-human tendencies of social 

modernization and warfare to the extent that his ‘excessive identification renders the given conditions 

absurd’ (p. 166). Marinetti/Lewis are thus seen as embracing the death-instinct in a sadistic or 

masochistic attempt to surmount the shocks of modern experience, whilst Ernst is revealed to have 

been more capable of surrendering the prerogatives of masculinity in images of ‘phallic disvestiture.’ 

Foster’s overall argument here is thoroughly convincing, and he is much more attentive to the art 

historical background for the works he discusses than was sometimes the case in his earlier writings. 

 

It would be impossible to devote space here to all of the essays in this volume. Perceptive and 

original reflections on individual artists and works of art abound, and for every moment of agreement 

with Foster (as in his brilliant analysis of Ernst’s That Makes me Piss collage of 1919, on pp. 169-70) 

there is a moment when one feels his theoretical schemas blind him to comparatively straightforward 

aspects of individual images. The latter objection particularly holds for his reading of Ernst’s The 
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Master’s Bedroom (pp 209-14) where, as I noted previously with regard to Foster’s discussion of this 

work in Compulsive Beauty, it is remarkable that he fails to register the image’s relation to Van 

Gogh’s Bedroom at Arles. Ironically, the invocation of Van Gogh would have bolstered Foster’s 

arguments which, at this point in the book, concern the figuring of psychotic states. According to 

Foster, ‘Ernst evokes ...paranoid alienation in a work like The Master’s Bedroom, where the viewer 

becomes the viewed’ (p. 219). Surely the ‘paranoid’ aura of Ernst’s work, or more particularly the 

sense that it recoils on the viewer in some way, is an outcome of the way in which the marked 

perspectival recession in the image is contradicted by the scale of the bear at the far end of the room 

or the disposition of the furniture at the lower right. These spatial contradictions precipitate a dizzying 

toppling of the room’s perspective into the spectator’s space, a process which was implicit in Van 

Gogh’s original Bedroom painting. Ernst must have taken his visual cue from Van Gogh, just as 

surely as the Dutchman represented for him the archetype of the ‘mad artist.’ 

 

It should be clear from the above that Foster’s book provides ample opportunities for both 

enlightenment and disagreement. For surrealist scholars there will be nothing particularly new in the 

publication, given that the main piece on surrealism, titled ‘A Little Anatomy,’ was included in the 

exhibition catalogue for Desire Unbound at Tate Modern in 2001. What is very interesting, though, is 

the way that Foster’s orchestration of his previously-published essays produces a model for the way 

in which surrealism might be thought to ‘continue’ into the concerns of contemporary art and theory. 

This is consolidated by the final essay in the book, a fascinating discussion of Robert Gober, 

theorised in relation to the Lacanian ‘lost object.’ It could well be that Foster’s importance as a critic 

will rest on the way that he has clarified and elaborated a genealogy of surrealist concerns that is in 

no way reducible, in the final analysis, to the movement proper. 

 

 

David Hopkins, 

University of Glasgow 
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The Uncanny 
 
by Mike Kelley, with essays by Mike Kelley, John C. Welchman, Christoph 
Grunenberg, Verlag der Buchandlung Walther König, Cologne, 2004, 263pp., 
150 col., 38€, ISBN 3883757985 (paperback) 
Catalogue for The Uncanny, exhibition at Tate Liverpool, Liverpool, 20 February - 
3 May 2004, and Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig Wien, Vienna, 15 
July - 31 October 2004. 
 
This book and exhibition review comes to you via a series of delays and repetitions. The Uncanny 

originated as part of an international exhibition of figurative sculpture for Sonsbeek 93, in Arnhem, 

Holland. Asked to provide an installation, the American artist Mike Kelley instead curated an 

ambitious display of photographs, objects and sculpture, some he had collected and more he 

borrowed. His contribution, held in the Gemeentemuseum, revived a 'conservative' form of 

display which he intended as a post-modern recuperation of the outmoded. He also produced and 

wrote his own exhibition catalogue which included an essay called ‘Playing with Dead Things: On 

the Uncanny.’ The exhibition and the essay generally concerned our perennial fascination with 

polychrome figurative sculpture, especially of the human body. In the Spring of 2004, Tate 

Liverpool restaged The Uncanny exhibition in collaboration with Kelley, who also selected 

additional work made since 1993. The Tate show was supposed to be accompanied by the 

catalogue under review, but sadly it did not appear until months after the exhibition had closed. 

However, it is a very thought-provoking, profusely illustrated and beautifully produced volume in 

its own right. 

 

In his ‘New Introduction to The Uncanny,’ Kelley addresses the issue of delay. The 1993 show, 

he says, ‘mirrored contemporary art world concerns.’ One proximate context was the influential 

show curated by Jeffrey Deitch called Post Human, 1992, which concerned technological 

innovation and the body. The original Uncanny show was, in part, a critical reply to its 

technological Utopianism. Over a decade later, the show could not look other than slightly shop-

worn, even with the addition of recent work by, for instance, Ron Mueck, Jake and Dinos 

Chapman, Damian Hirst, Gavin Turk, Sarah Lucas, Charles Ray and Tony Oursler - much of 
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which was drawn from Tate's permanent collection. In fact, one could plausibly regard the Tate 

show as providing an international and historical frame for YBA sculpture of the 80s and 90s, 

which looked back to Sixties Pop and the Super Realism of Duane Hanson and, beyond that, to 

medical models (some lent by the Science Museum, London, some by a private collection in Los 

Angeles). 

 

In addition to the sensation of déjà vu, I was also struck on entering the exhibition by a certain 

dissonance between its title and the actual contents. A more appropriate title might have been 

something along the lines of The Body in Pieces: Mannequins, Wax Models and Recent 

Figurative Sculpture. Kelley's interest in Freud's 1919 essay, ‘The “Uncanny”’ is confined to one 

fairly subordinate theme, which is the one he borrowed from Ernst Jentsch, author of ‘On the 

Psychology of the Uncanny’ (1906). Jentsch understood the uncanny as bound up with a feeling 

of uncertainty, particularly regarding whether something is animate or inanimate. He mentions 

wax figures, life size automata, panopticons and panoramas. But the sensation may equally well 

be stimulated when we have occasion to doubt that a human being is anything more than an 

elaborate mechanism. Jentsch’s article is of considerable interest, but Freud was completely 

justified in distancing himself from it. Jentsch insisted that the feeling of the uncanny is particularly 

strong in primitive peoples, children, women, the uneducated and anyone with a nervous 

disposition. Freud, however, took the uncanny to be a fully grown-up phenomenon that occurs 

when ideas and feeling from childhood that we thought we had discarded are triggered by some 

experience and so reassert themselves in our minds. By definition, only the enlightened adult is 

susceptible to uncanny sensations. Schelling defined it as something that should have remained 

hidden but has come to light. In a more Freudian idiom, it is a feeling prompted by the return of 

the repressed. 

 

Freud did, however, discuss the uncanniness of the life-like automaton, Olympia, that figures in 

Hoffmann’s tale, ‘The Sandman.’ The disturbed protagonist, Nathanial, is taken in by the doll and 

falls in love with her. Freud explained that since children do not strictly distinguish between the 
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animate and the inanimate, they are inclined to think their dolls or stuffed animals are alive. As 

adults, then, the sight of a life-like automaton or automatic human behavior reactivates the 

infantile belief that we thought we had surmounted. Nevertheless, Freud argued, it is not Olympia 

that makes Hoffmann's tale so uncanny, but rather the frightening figure of the Sandman who, 

young Nathanial is told, throws sand in naughty children's eyes so that they jump out of their 

heads. The fear of losing one’s eyes is associated with the fear of castration so the story 

unconsciously, obscurely, reactivates that anxiety. 

 

How does one get from the high romantic atmosphere of ‘The Sandman’ to, say, Jake and Dinos 

Chapman's polychome bronze sex dolls? The short answer is surrealism. (See Simon Baker’s 

interview with Jake Chapman on the subject of Bataille in Papers of Surrealism, issue 1.) Making 

that link, the show included a Bellmer doll and photographs of it. Kelley also refers approvingly to 

the surrealists’ fascination with mannequins and Dalí’s hyper-realist painting.  Nevertheless the 

in-your-face explicitness of much of the work on display was, to my mind, anything but uncanny. 

They were rather more shocking, transgressive, even grotesque. The uncanny requires a sort of 

subterranean tremor that catches one unawares. My visit to Tate Liverpool some years ago to 

see the Rachel Whiteread show had this quality, as does much by Mona Hatoum’s work, both of 

whose work has been interpreted in these terms. 

  

Is this disagreement a quibble, or does it touch on something important? In my view, Kelley is 

quite consciously ‘updating’ the uncanny for our times, and his way of doing that is to marry it with 

the simulacrum via the idea of the realistic art that doubles the human body. Freud 

psychoanalytically accounted for the uncanniness of the double: in infancy, we create a double as 

an insurance against the destruction of the ego, which, once repressed, can later return and 

reverse its aspect becoming ‘an uncanny harbinger of death.’ Mirror reflections and shadows are, 

of course, another sort of double and have the same ambivalence. Kelley is interested in this 

psychoanalytic dimension, but perhaps even more concerned with a technologically driven form 

of double. As Baudrillard argued, doubling, serial repetition, undermines the authenticity of an 
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object since it is no longer either original or copy. As Kelley remarks about Duchamp’s 

readymades, ‘they become their own doppelgänger’ (p. 31). John Welchman raises this issue in 

his catalogue essay, ‘On the Uncanny in Visual Culture.’ He wonders if the contemporary 

pervasiveness of simulation doesn't actually preclude the uncanny ‘which is dependent for many 

of its effects on the relations between bodies, recall and repression’ (p. 49). Nothing, it seems, 

could be further from the uncanny than Allen Jones, or Pop more generally. Yet he also adduces 

other thinkers, Adorno in particular, who associate something like the uncanny with ‘technological 

phantasmagoria.’ For Adorno, the literal copy is at the opposite pole of autonomous art. This is 

the nub of the matter. Kelley's project is a slap in the face of good taste. His beloved polychrome 

realist work is just not considered art by the sophisticated 

modernist/minimalist/conceptual/installation crowd. In short, as Kelley himself declares, it is 

regarded as kitsch: ‘a cheap and fake version of the true, made for and consumed by the 

underclass’ (pp. 30-31). Kelley associates himself with that class and so embraces it as a form of 

protest, but he also rightly realizes that we are no longer in the age of Greenberg’s ‘Avant-garde 

and Kitsch.’ Cindy Sherman, for example, can produce sham self-portraits as clichés but without 

distance, superiority or condescension (p.37). 

 

For Kelley, literalism is a subversive return of the repressed that unsettles our generally etiolated 

art world. My view is rather different, although I would agree that the simulacrum and the uncanny 

can only be understood in relation to one another. The scene for the emergence of uncanny 

strangeness is, after all, the familiar, conventional or banal.  This is so because the ‘familiar’ is 

constituted by the repression of childhood traumatic experience or the real of unconscious 

fantasy. The familiar must inevitably have a simulacral quality because the real has been 

expelled. David Lynch beautifully demonstrates this mutual dependence in his film, Blue Velvet 

(1986). The white picket-fenced world of Lumberton shown in the opening sequence has such 

stereotypical clarity that one’s gaze slides right off the image, unable to get any purchase. Lynch 

makes it clear that the bourgeois residential area has this two-dimensional simulacral quality 

precisely because reality (here a criminal underclass and the unconscious) has been 
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marginalized, banished to the other side of the tracks. For me, the uncanny is not the simulacrum 

itself, but that which agitates its shiny surface.  

 

Margaret Iversen 

University of Essex 
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Ghost Ships: A Surrealist Love Triangle, by Robert McNab, Yale 

University Press, New Haven and London, 2004, 266 pp, 40 b/w and 80 

colour ills., £25.00, ISBN 0300-10431-6 (hardback) 
 
What the explorer might have to say, André Breton argued in his 1924 ‘Introduction to the Discourse 

on the Paucity of Reality,’ is unfairly regarded as more important and more ‘real’ than what the poet 

has to say.1 If our human instinct is to require ‘proof’ that certain things happened, Breton proposed 

that the banality of the explorer’s ‘trophies’ be surpassed by other kinds of evidence, like the creation 

of objects glimpsed in dreams. Certain ‘anti-trophies’ of exploration made their way into the surrealist 

orbit, like the rose taken by that well-travelled anti-traveller Raymond Roussel from the ‘tomb’ of Pierre 

Loti’s (fictional) heroine Aziyadé in Constantinople and later found at a flea market by Jacques Hérold. 

The reality and authenticity of travel, its coordinates mapped out and debased by mass tourism, was 

to be questioned and subverted by surrealist writers and artists, seeking to undermine both the blithe 

cultural appropriation of the tourist, and the blustering macho rhetoric of the adventurer-hero. In this 

way, surrealism could also probe travel’s colonial underbelly, the inevitable framework for the 

exploration of unfamiliar, foreign places. If Breton’s stance favoured the ‘internal voyage,’ other 

surrealists submitted themselves to the ambivalences of escape and exploration in the external world, 

including Paul Eluard, whose 1924 round-the-world trip, an early instance of surrealist travel, forms the 

central subject of Robert McNab’s book Ghost Ships. 

 

Breton dated his ‘Introduction to the Discourse on the Paucity of Reality,’ published in the winter 1924 

issue of Commerce, to September of that year. The end of that month saw Eluard’s return to Paris 

after a significant absence, having spent almost seven months travelling in Asia and the Pacific with 

little or no contact with his friends in France. Surrealist activities during this period had been gathering 

pace, culminating in the opening of the Bureau de recherches surréalistes in October and the launch 

of its organ La Révolution surréaliste in December. Eluard’s journey, which saw him vanishing 

suddenly from Paris one day in March 1924 in the midst of his unhappy marriage to Gala and close 

friendship with her then lover, Max Ernst, both of whom later caught up with him in Saigon, was 

brushed aside by him and subsequently neglected by surrealist historians. McNab’s book, however, 

takes this forgotten episode as its central focus, and uses it to raise important questions about 
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surrealist attitudes towards travel, particularly when this brought them into contact with the realities of 

French colonial rule. In this way, the book exposes a pressing concern at the heart of surrealism’s 

engagement with the ‘outside world,’ where its claims for the imaginative transformation of reality 

through ‘surrealist revolution’ could be severely tested and subjected to scrutiny. 

 

‘Dear Father, I’ve had enough,’ Eluard wrote in March 1924. ‘I’m going travelling. Take back the 

business you’ve set up for me.’2 This letter, quoted by McNab, sets up the co-ordinates of certain 

surrealist ideas in the early 1920s: the desire to ‘leave everything,’ as Breton’s famous exhortation had 

it, and the rejection of bourgeois commerce and of patriarchal authority.3 McNab links Eluard’s gesture 

of refusal and departure to the strong surrealist interest in suicide in this period, the ultimate form of 

disappearance and rejection of ‘civilised’ values. Eluard’s sudden departure from Paris could not help 

but be placed under the sign of other famous disappearing acts which fascinated the surrealists, like 

that of Arthur Rimbaud, famously leaving behind his poetic ‘career’ in order to run guns in Ethiopia, as 

legend has it (or indeed Arthur Cravan, a crucial dada precedent that McNab does not mention). In 

fact, these models were prefigured in Eluard’s interaction with his father, who worked as a town 

planner laying out suburban streets that he let his son name, inadvertently giving rise to the ‘rue Arthur 

Rimbaud’ and the ‘rue Jacques Vaché,’ amongst others.4 Rimbaud, seen in the 1920s through the 

lens of Victor Segalen’s retracing of his journey to Djibouti, was joined by a series of other seminal 

writer- and artist-travellers in the avant-garde imagination, whose surrealist reception and impact 

McNab traces adroitly: Bernadin de Saint-Pierre, Pierre Loti, Joseph Conrad and Paul Gauguin. 

Closer to home, Blaise Cendrars and Robert Desnos provided Eluard and others with exciting and 

mysterious images of modern international travel. The telescoping of time through the jump-cuts of 

travel impressions seemed appropriate to surrealism’s layering of memory and experience: ‘I know all 

of the timetables,’ wrote Cendrars, while Louis Aragon described Desnos as having ‘strange ships in 

every fold of his brain.’5 

 

Eluard’s voyage, however, was not fast but slow, dependent on a series of decommissioned warships 

turned passenger liners, like the SS Antinous, formerly SMS Wolf. The irony of the resonances 

between this fallout from WW1 and the relationship between Eluard and Ernst, their friendship 

cemented in the knowledge that they had fought against one another during the war, is not lost in 
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McNab’s book. Eluard, however, remained famously reticent about his trip, forcing Desnos at one 

point to intuit via clairvoyance his whereabouts (Desnos made an educated guess at the New 

Hebrides and was not far wrong).6 Upon his return he let little slip, throwing himself back into surrealist 

activities as if nothing had happened. Not for a surrealist the banality of ‘telling me about your trip,’ the 

run-of-the-mill souvenir or the casual smiling snapshot (even the passport photograph was diverted 

from its authoritative and bureaucratic ends in the surrealists’ hands). Two photographs of Eluard and 

Gala together, and Ernst alone in Saigon, posed beside the same piece of Khmer statuary, show their 

serious faces, thrown into relief by the presence in one of them of their smiling Cambodian guide.7 

McNab’s task in this book is to uncover through ingenious detective work at least some of the secrets 

of what Eluard had dismissed as his ‘stupid trip,’ pinpointing in passenger lists and ships’ logbooks the 

movements of his alias Eugène Grindel through the ports of Asia and the Pacific, and of Ernst and 

Gala in his wake. 

 

The evidence that McNab has to work with is teasingly scant. Lloyd’s Register of Shipping serves as 

an unlikely but intriguing source for a work of art history, furnishing dates and times of journeys and 

names of passengers, but for the experiences of either Eluard or Ernst in New Guinea or Indonesia, 

among other locations, McNab has to rely on accounts such as Segalen’s diary to provide a 

suggestive equivalent. In other cases, the impact of Eluard’s trip in particular is extrapolated from his 

later writings and activities: McNab points out that the trajectory of his journey took him close to a 

whole series of colonial black spots, including the notorious colonial prison on the island of Poulo 

Condore in the South China Sea, famous for its harsh conditions and high death rate.8 While he may 

not have commented directly on this place, or indeed have even visited it at all, it certainly came to 

feature in surrealist condemnations of colonialism, particularly in the pages of Le Surréalisme au 

service de la révolution. Another location that Eluard passed through and held his attention, New 

Mecklenberg (now New Ireland in Melanesia), had been the site of a famous episode of French 

colonial exploitation and deception, resulting in the ‘disappearance’ of more than three hundred 

settlers.9 The sober realities of the exotic elsewhere inevitably haunted Eluard’s journey and coloured 

his subsequent anti-colonial writings, giving him, in McNab’s words, ‘a truly modern, global view of 

oppression.’10 But this was arguably always held in tension with the surrealist ‘inner experience,’ the 
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artist and poet ‘ceaselessly exploring this mysterious domain of the silent caves of the heart,’ as 

Eluard put it in his evocative prose piece ‘Savage Art’ of 1929.11 

 

The ambivalences of surrealism’s anti-colonial stances were often brought into focus in their attitudes 

towards non-western artefacts, seen as rather indeterminate magical things. The efforts of disciplines 

like ethnography to shed light on the colonial booty collected and shipped back to Europe was 

regarded with suspicion by surrealists, but this did not prevent Breton and Eluard in particular from 

assembling collections of Oceanic, African and Aztec art (and from selling these off at a carefully-

timed moment during the 1931 Paris Colonial Exhibition, spectacle-driven scourge of the protesting 

surrealists). Eluard, Ernst and Gala almost crossed paths in Indochina with André and Clara Malraux, 

whose attempts to smuggle carvings from Angkor Wat back to France resulted in his imprisonment 

and her desperate rallying of the surrealists around Breton to their cause. Breton did indeed defend 

Malraux’s actions in the French press, apparently distinguishing between the acceptable needs of a 

writer’s ‘inspiration,’ and the shame of colonialist appropriation.12 It is probably too easy to judge the 

seemingly naive surrealist delight in non-western ‘art’ from out vantage point today, just as it would be 

easy to condemn their attraction to the ‘exotic,’ but McNab’s book tackles these contradictions with 

care, as part of a complex and period-specific worldview. Michel Leiris, the former surrealist turned 

ethnographer whom McNab does not treat in any detail, would address more explicitly than figures like 

Breton and Eluard the contradictions of colonial collecting in his account of the 1931-33 Dakar-Djibouti 

expedition, and dramatise with striking frankness the problems of the western traveller’s ‘exotic’ 

seduction versus the need for objective ethnographic analysis and observation.13 

 

If Eluard’s 1924 travels opened his eyes to colonialism’s dark side, as well as heightening his taste for 

a necessarily imaginary ‘otherness,’ the impact of a similar trip on Ernst is more ambiguous. McNab 

claims in the note that opens his book that while his reconstruction of Eluard’s journey rests on shaky 

ground, his discussion of Ernst draws upon the more solid ‘concrete evidence’ of his paintings.14 

However, the nature of this ‘evidence’ surely remains questionable. Ernst’s own impressions and 

experiences of Indochina and the Pacific seem scarcely more penetrable than Eluard’s. While we 

know that Ernst read widely, including anthropological texts, his paintings in fact give little of this away, 

referring as much to art historical precedents (McNab points indeed to the impact of Angkor Wat upon 
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Gustave Moreau’s work) and to layers of elliptical psycho-sexual subject matter as to actual locations 

seen and experienced. Ernst travelled close to the site of Angkor Wat in Cambodia; that much is 

verifiable from the journeys McNab is able to trace. According to Patrick Waldberg, he mentioned 

having seen ‘Khmer ruins’ and, as McNab argues, it is unlikely that these were anything but Angkor 

Wat.15 The forms and textures of the temple then seem to recur in a whole series of paintings by Ernst 

from the 1920s onwards, although often veiled or overlaid with other references. One of the central 

questions that McNab’s discussion of Ernst’s work raises haunts much enquiry into modernist 

‘sources’ and inspirations. Does it really matter, we may ask, whether Ernst actually saw Angkor Wat? 

Did he really have to be there in person to be able to evoke it again and again in subsequent works, 

when, of course, reproductions in books of the period would equally have provided him with the 

‘source’ he needed? Indeed, it has become commonplace to argue that photographic reproductions 

provide artists with ‘better’ source materials than their real-life three-dimensional subjects, by 

heightening contrasts of light, throwing textures into relief and flattening forms into discrete shapes for 

ease of composition. What might it mean, then, not only to ‘see the sites,’ but to touch, smell and hear 

them? Even these phenomenologically-charged sensations can arguably be constructed, informed in 

advance by the traveller’s notions of ‘the exotic,’ ‘the jungle,’ or ‘the East,’ for example. 

 

Such questions, of course, are highly pertinent to the surrealist enterprise, where imaginative 

projection was posited, in a largely experimental and tentative way, as a possibility competing with the 

real. Hence the production of ‘dream-objects,’ and the exploration of other ephemeral, fleeting and 

unrealisable things. The paradox that McNab’s book raises points to this deliberately contradictory 

surrealist project: the detective-like search for the ‘truth’ of Eluard and Ernst’s movements stands at 

odds with a problematisation precisely of such ‘evidence.’ That does not mean to say that as good 

empiricist art historians we should not seek more accurate knowledge about such events. Equally, 

however, we need to beware the lure of historical re-enactment and recreation, especially in relation to 

the production of art works. The surrealists themselves were well aware of this in their suspicions 

towards cod-historical narrative, as witness the elaborate games played by the narrator ‘Breton’ in 

Nadja of 1928 in providing a fictionalised ‘true’ account of surrealist activities, accompanied by 

photographic ‘documentation.’ The problems of reconstruction also came to the fore in the 1931 

Colonial Exhibition so hated by the surrealists, particularly in the replica of Angkor Wat that proudly 
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graced the Bois de Vincennes. Strangely, though, as McNab points out, Eluard and Ernst appeared 

indifferent to this piece of colonial theatre and its relationship to a ‘real’ spectacle that they both had 

probably witnessed, and we can only guess at their reaction to it. Here again, we suspect that a ruin 

that had become an over-hyped mainstay of many a tourist trail would hold little interest. Only through 

a more nuanced and oblique approach could travel and exploration retain their significance for 

surrealism: inspiring neither escapism nor explicit political commentary but an uneasy mixture of both. 

The ‘ghost ships’ of McNab’s title themselves reflect this shadowy understanding. If Breton famously 

asked in Nadja, ‘Who am I?,’ pointing to surrealism’s central interweaving of experience and the self, 

the answer to this question might be transformed accordingly in the light of McNab’s book: it all 

depends where I haunt. 

 
Julia Kelly 

University of Manchester 
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