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1924

André Breton publishes the first issue of La Revolution surréal

Surrealist aesthetics.

eveloping as a young poet under the inauspicious condi-

tions of World War I France, André Breton (1896-1966)

was profoundly marked by two, mutually reinforcing
phenomena. The first was his service as a medical orderly on a
ward of shell-shock patients at the Val de Grace Hospital in Paris;
the second was his encounter with the sensibility of Dada in the
person of Jacques Vaché, a permanent révolté and subscriber to the
utter absurdity of life.

Breton’s ardent acceptance of the ideas of psychoanalysis—the
unconscious, the pleasure principle, the expressive power of the
symptom and of dreams, castration anxiety, even the death drive—
derived from his experience with profoundly disturbed trauma
victims. And the very nature of their trauma—that something
could happen for which there was no way to prepare ahead of
time—fits, furthermore, into Vaché's absurdist views. The idea
of life as a series of unpredictable and uncontrollable shocks was
enacted by Breton and Vaché in a type of movie-going in which
they entered and exited from screenings in rapid succession and
without any regard for the program, thereby producing a random
collage of visual and narrative experiences wholly out of their
control. A few years later Breton would put this attitude of openness
to whatever might happen—or disponibilité—to work poetically in
Les Champs magnétiques (Magnetic Fields; 1920), which he wrote
with Philippe Soupault as an exercise in stream-of-consciousness,
and which he composed, in this sense, “automatically,”

When it was time for Breton to separate himself from the Dada
activities that had been mounted in Paris by the Romanian poet

aTristan Tzara after the ending of the war and the Cabaret Voltaire

Dadaists had been able to move from Zurich to France, he used the
avant-garde form of the manifesto to set out the terms of what he
was announcing as a new movement. “SURREALISM, n.,” his
definition ran, “Psychic automism in its pure state ... Dictated by
thought, in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt
from any aesthetic or moral concern.” And the two avenues the
manifesto laid out for capturing the products of psychic automa-
tism were (1) the kind of automatic writing Magnetic Fields had
already explored and (2) the irrational narratives provided by
dreams. Indeed, the new movement’s very first act was to set
up a central office in which to collect such narratives (offered

by its young members)
surréaliste, in which to publish
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3 - Salvador Dali, The Persistence of Memory, 1831

or signs for inhnity—only the little red bar at the nexus of the

figure eight indicating that the content of this graphic mark is the

two cells in erotic contact [4]—fit nicely with a mod-

I RO
arrative of formal “progress

tif the iconographic treatment of Surrealism seems insuffi-

cient, remaining blind as it does to something like the formal

brilliance of Miré’s art, the modernist account seems equally

mpoverished. It can neither produce a reading that would relate
MirGg t

to his colleagues in the movement—from Masson to Dali to

Surrealist photographers like Raoul Ubac (1910-85) and Hans

Bellmer (1902-75)—nor can it address the structural issue of

iether, on the level of the signifier (the form of expression), there

is anything coherent in all the rich diversity of Surrealist activity.

[he third alternative is to use the actual categories that Breton

1 to theorize Surrealism and to mine them for their
re, there generating on the one hand a set of formal
principles (the technique of doubling would be one of them) that
can be permuted through a whale range of visual styles and, on

the other, an understanding of the way such categories recode psy-
choanalytic or sociohistorical problems. As just one example we

objective chance,’

a variant on " psychic automatism™

and a vehicle of the end result that Breton aspired
namely, “the marvelous.” i
Breton describes objective chance as the erossing-poit of 00
causal chains, the first subjective, interior to ﬂ'lehMﬁlPﬁ‘#Hml
the second objective, a function of real world events. I this 0
junction, so seemingly unprepared for, it is discovered that or :m:ﬂ
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While on the side of the subject, there is an uncnnSt:iOI.ﬁ d*":'l‘[
driving him or her unwittingly toward this sign, even constituti’s
as such, and allowing the sign to be deciphered after the fict

The semiosis of Surrealism

4 ot cHANCE the
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LA REVOLUTION
SURREALISTE

Surrealist journals

 Révolution surréaliste, the journal that formed the backbone

L-n'r\n Surrealist movement, lasted ten years, from 1924 until,
after issue no. 12, in 1929 ityielded to Le Surréalisme au service de
la révalution, which in turn was outshone by the more lavish and
aesthetically more ambitious Minotaure, The initial journal was
riven by an internal debate between André Breton and the
journal’s first editor, Pierre Naville. Naville proudly modeled the
cover of LRS on the nineteenth-century magazine of popular
science La Nature, since the “positivist nature” of the latter stood
for the status of the documentary material the Surrealist journal
would publish—accounts of dreams, and answers to
questionnaires around such problems as “Is suicide a solution?”
In addition, Naville called the offices of the review the Surrealist
centrale,” imitating the headquarters of Communist Party cells,
A collage of three photographs of the members of the movement

gathered in the centrale ornamented the first issue of LRS

(December 1924), The place of photography was secured both
inside the journal’s covers and on its outside; since Naville was
interested in anonymous, popular imagery and was
programmatically hostile to art. But when Breton took over the
editorship of the journal he began to publish his four-part text

e e ) y
urrealism and Painting

1 which the genesis of Surrealist visual
production (in the work of Picasso) is shown to have yielded such
contempaorary practitioners as Mird, Arp, Ernst, and Masson.

The documentary focus of the journal was not abandoned

altogether, however, Breton celebrated the “50th Anniversary of
the Discovery of Hysteria" with the publication of photographs
taken of Charcot’s patients in the Salpetriere Asylum, The
threshold between LRS and its successor I..\'A\‘a'fif,R was

constructed by Breton's second manifesto of Surrealism, in

which he exiled many of the original members of the movement,

particularly those who had left the centraleto join with

Georges
Bataille )

and his radical journal Documents. Announcing on its
cover that the areas of its concern would be ethnography,
: | popular culture in addition o fine url;.
Bocuments celebrated Bataille's own

archacology, anc
version of Naville's
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Uncanny doubling, although unrelated 1o the figure of the doll,
4 was also exploited by the Belgian Surrealist Reneé Magritte, Inter
estingly, Freud’s description of the experience of the uncanny
maps directly onto Breton's recipe for abjective chance. ;
tary repetition,” Freud wrote, “surrounds
atmosphere what would otherwise be innocent enough, and forces
upon us the idea of something fateful and unescapable where
otherwise we should have spoken of ‘chance’ only.” And in rela

Invalun

with an uncanny

tion to objective chance in Nadja, where Breton's attraction to
Nadja herself is partly due to her being able to predict when these
chance occurrences would take place, Freud recalls the tendency
of his neurotic patients to have “presentiments” that “usually
come true,” a phenomenon he links to the recurrence of primitive
omnipotence of thoughts. To the common example of objective
chance occurring in most people’s lives through “uncanny” repeti
tions of the same number (our birthday, our street address, and.
say, our new friend’s telephone number), Freud responds: “Unless
aman is utterly hardened and proof against the lure of superstition
he will be tempted to ascribe a secret meaning to this obstinate
recurrence of a number, taking it, perhaps, as an indication of the
span oflife allotted to him.”

Objective chance indeed provides a common ground between
Surrealist photographic practice and Miré’s “dream paintings,
since, like the former, the latter are focused on the waves of color
yielding up a sign of the dreamer’s desire. Miré himself acknowl
edged as much in an extraordinary painting of this period in
which, on a white ground, he deposited a splotch of intense

cerulean blue. Over it, he wrote “this is the color of my dreams”:

but in the upper left corner of the work, in much larger letters, he

inscribed “Photo.” Somewhere on the painting’s material surface

the chain of the real and the chain of the unconscious will meet.
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