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'It was much easier to be a genius in the twenties.' 

- Charles Bukowski. 
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Abstract 

Surrealism is one of the most widely practiced and reviewed art movements of the 

twentieth century. This thesis will consider the ways in which Surrealism is understood 

historically and examine Surrealism's connection to earlier instances in culture as a form of 

primitive Surrealism. Surrealism found inspiration from the past as much as from its 

contextual present, and its legacy is expressed in its writings and cemented in its actions. 

The Surrealist use of photography to promote a subversion of the realist frame as part of 

this expression, is indicative of the movement. This thesis will consider the ways in which 

photography served the Surrealist Revolution ideologically, which is best evidenced in the 

coercion of visibility and invisibility. Therefore, the Surrealist use of the camera, and the 

connotative elements of its photographs, are not limited to Surrealist photography alone. 

These attributes are in fact intrinsic to the medium of photography and can be found in 

photographs produced outside Surrealism's oeuvre, irrespective of the context from which 

such photographs originate. From this point, the connections between Surrealist ideologies 

and self-portrait photography as a model for Surrealist socio-political agendas will be 

explored. Self-portrait photography is an actualisation of Surrealist idealism for art 

practices. This practice affects the psychology of the image-maker in a manner that can be 

aligned to psychotherapy. Lastly, as Surrealist ideologies contain socio-political rhetoric, the 

potential for Surrealism and photography to coexist and be 'at large' in contemporary 

culture is widespread. The rhetoric of this can be observed in the cultural theory of 

Marxism, particularly in recent critical perspectives on the Everyday. Photography and 

Surrealism preside as a form of cultural praxis in contemporary culture. 
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Introduction 

The general public thinks ef Surrealism as the furthest extreme ef 

modernism and, e!se1vhere, it has become the oiject ef academic stutjy ... 

thus the real question is: 1vhat is the role ef Surrealism todq'j?1 

- Guy Debord. 
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The movement of Surrealism can be readily considered as the most radical yet pervasive 

movements of any of those collectively known as Modernist. What began as a set of brief 

experiments by a handful of individuals in 1920's Paris quickly spread across Europe and 

elsewhere to become a far-reaching cultural movement. Concerned with anarchy, the 

liberation of the unconscious mind and the liberation of art and life, Surrealism infused 

the arts with a new vigor and perspective. 2 Surrealism found expression initially through 

art and later through politics, supporting revolutions from Chile to Vietnam while also 

courting an often problematic affinity with the Communist Party. Surrealism also provided 

capitalism and commodity culture with a wealth of objects of desire, and crucially, with 

methods of promoting associations in the viewer with which to sell them. Surrealist 'chic' 

was adopted in advertising and a new cult of strangeness emerged in popular visual culture, 

informed - as the Surrealists were - with psychoanalysis. This surreal advertising technique 

soon became one of the public's primary experience of a new status-quo, pop-Surrealism. 3 

Fig.1. Benson and Hedges advertisement, 1980's. 
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Fig. 2. Hugo Boss Advertisement, 2010. 

'Benson and Hedges advertisement (fig. 1) from the 1980's and 'Hugo Boss advertisement (fig. 2) 

from January 2010, are just two examples of 'pop-surrealism'. Benson & Hedges 

A dvertisement relies on a juxtaposed fish and piano, utilising the contradictory nature of the 

objects denoted in the image to capture attention and promote association with the 

product in the viewer. This is a form of visual exquisite corpse4 and echoes the unnatural 

coupling expressed in Lautteamont's infamous phrase of 'an umbrella and a sewing 

machine on a dissecting table'. Hugo Boss Advertisement is arguably tnuch more stylistic in its 

approach and overtly refers to the visual composition and content of many of Magritte's 

paintings (a 'popular' Surrealist artist). The thirty or so years which lie between these two 

advertisements testify to the continued use of Surrealist technique and style in the 

commodification of Surrealist expression. Such examples do much to limit and debase a 

common conception of Surrealism into the realm of mere kitsch. 

10 



Today, the term 'surreal' has suffered a similar semantic fate to that of 'romantic' through 

a process of enculturalisation. The surreal is now used in everyday language to describe 

anything that might appear odd, strange, or beyond easy description. Semantically, it has 

become an adjective given to describe a type of non-meaning. Despite this, Surrealism is 

still a common area of study in academia, even some fifty-three years since Guy Debord 

observed the emergence of such a cri tical discourse. If academic study preserves the 

relevance of Surrealism today, how is this continued focus to be justified? The answer lies 

in the ways in which Surrealism continues to evolve and manifest in thinking and in action. 

Historically, the political aspirations of Surrealism centre around ideas of a revolution in 

everyday life and a subversion of the realist frame in representation. Socially, Surrealism 

sought to provide a model for spontaneous creation and the liberation of the unconscious 

mind, in which chance and fortune were embraced as the primary vehicles through which 

action and interaction with the real allowed for a reconfiguration of material circumstances. 

Surrealism is historically affiliated with Marxism and Historical Materialism.5 However, due 

to the easy appropriation of 'surrealism' by commodity culture, such political tendencies 

must remain indispensable to ahistorical notions of any Surrealism which attempts to 

remain politically relevant today. The methodologies of Surrealism in art practices (for 

example automatism, juxtaposition, spontaneity) require little to no 'talent', as the 

Surrealists were privy to point out and are, as Breton noted, available to everyone. T hey 

rely on the free association of the viewer and can often be founded on a psychological 

extraction of mental imagery into signifiers which promote individual, subjective responses 

in the viewer. The ease at which Surrealist aesthetics and signified relations can be 

produced along these lines allows for easy appropriation of such aesthetics and techniques 

by commodity culture, as evidenced above and elsewhere. 6 

In relation to an extended notion of the politics of Surrealism, Guy Debord's query, 

quoted at the onset of this chapter, highlights the link between Surrealism and 
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Situationism. The latter drew inspiration from Surrealism and earlier avant-garde 

movements, both politically and artistically. Officially active from 19 58, Situationist 

formations can be drawn initially from the period immediately following the Second World 

War. Significant ideological cross-overs exist between the Surrealists and the Situationists, 

not least in their critique of the spectacle. Commonalities of the two movements can be 

found in the affinity with Marxist critique, which the Situationists used as a means of 

counteracting the alienation caused by the spectacle and commodity culture. The 

Situationists believed that the application of these theories into action on the part of the 

individual, altered psychic knowledge of the self. For this reason, like the Surrealists before 

them, the Situationist:s upheld the belief that an art which does not reject the status-quo 

and pose a critique of it is politically redundant and functionless. The relationship between 

art and politics for the Surrealists and Situationists was one of necessity. The emergent 

Left to which Surrealism was aligned was the natural political position of the SI 

(Situationist International) and both movements have been rightly aligned with anarchism. 

Political, social and personal liberation coupled with subversion are likewise two wider 

tendencies in both movements, and various critiques have posited the SI as a natural 

predecessor to the Surrealist movement. This further underlines the contention that, as a 

cultural movement entwined with historical materialism, Surrealism represents an evolving 

discourse across the face of modernity. One notable example of the crossover between 

Surrealism and Situationism is in the 1968 French Revolt of Paris. The Situationists are 

here regarded as catalysts and central supporters of this workers takeover. They adopted 

the slogan 'All power to the imagination' as part of their campaign and it is easy to see this 

as having arisen directly from forms of Surrealist thought and practice some forty years 

before. 

At the time of this writing, Surrealism exists somewhat ironically, in a strange and latent 

state. In contrast to the commodified forms of visual Surrealism as experienced by the 
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public (which owe their existence to Surrealism proper) there are a plethora of specialised 

sites of exchange of critical and artistic Surrealist activities. There is, for example, an active 

London Surrealist Group, a Surrealist Group of Stockholm, one of Leeds, a group of 

Egyptian Surrealists, and by and large, a group of some description for every major capital. 

These groups vary in activity and in numbers, but what is clear is that Surrealism as a 

movement continues to progress and to produce writings and Surrealist art, sub-culturally, 

on a global scale. 7 

Academically, there is the Centre for the Study of Surrealism and its Legacies, which is 

supported by the University of Manchester, Essex University, and Tate Modern, London. 

Founded in 2004, its journal 'Papers of Surrealism' continues to produce issues biannually. 8 

Alongside these electronic sources, printed subject matter expands vigorously, especially in 

relation to the connections between Surrealism and photography. The bibliography for this 

thesis is indicative of the spread of critical writings on Surrealism. 

Retrospective exhibitions continue to be held in major galleries and Museums. Two recent 

exhibitions of merit include 'La Subversion des Images: Surrealism, Photol}'apl?J, Film' held at the 

Pompidou Centre, Paris and the MAPFRE Centre for Culture, Madrid, in 2010. 'Surrealism 

and Bryond' in association with the Israel Museum, was held at the ARK.EN Museum of 

Modern Art, Ishoj, Denmark in the same year. Alongside these exhibitions of major 

influence are a host of smaller examples across Europe. International conferences 

focusing on Surrealism continue to be held regularly. The most recent of these at the time 

of writing took place in October 2010, at the Freud Institute, UK. Titled Spaces of the 

Unconscious - P!Jchoanafysis and Surrealism in the Digital Age, it sought to examine Surrealism's 

connections to Freud, as well as the social and theoretical consequences of this merger. 

What is evident from all of this activity is that Surrealism - as a discourse of critical focus 

and in social relations - has, unlike Debord's query - no singular role today. This point is 
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important. As discussed above, the popular enculturalisation of Surrealism via mass media 

in the commodity system has ultimately been the movement's downfall. This is in part due 

to the fact that in its own time, Surrealism was essentially 'packaged' (controlled, outlined 

and demarcated) by one figure: Andre Breton. However, Breton was trying to cap a 

primitive drive of expression: unreasoned and unconscious, which lies within us all. 

Surrealism was fated to failure under Capitalism, in part because of this universality. These 

facts are what make it increasingly relevant over time. However, the forms that Surrealism 

can and does take are situated on a shifting terrain of aesthetics and politics and can only 

be as such due to dialectical materialism. Surrealism thus saw itself as an active and 

potentially influential player in the evolution of culture. 

This thesis emerged from an interest in the Surrealist movement and the writings of Andre 

Breton. I am particularly concerned with the artistic and socio-political agenda of the 

Bureau of Surrealist Research. The photograph, as a site of exchange of these areas in 

historical Surrealist activity, or how the Surrealists used photography and the reasons why, 

remains an initial concern. Included in this are the methods of examination and 

theorisation of Surrealist photography to date. By extension then, it is these factors that 

will be used to consider the ways in which photography outside Surrealism maintains and 

encapsulates these values. Simply put, the mode of photographs and the process of 

photographic practice are fundamental to the thesis proper - in historical Surrealism and 

also in cases where the photographs are produced from sources outside of the Surrealist 

Revolution. I am wary of too great a focus on any one genre, period or practitioner of 

photography, but, to encompass the totality of Surrealist photography is perhaps beyond 

the scope of any work. Despite this, the writings that follow are motivated by a framework 

that attempts to consider Surrealism and Photography from as broad a perspective as 

possible. De-subjectivisation and recontextualisation are fitting methods of critical enquiry 

for a Surrealism which knew no bounds. 
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Aside from its practice within Surrealism, photography as a distinct method of image

production and mode of signification9 is one area of critical focus that receives attention 

across various chapters. This occurs alongside discussions of Surrealist literature 

throughout the thesis. Specific images serve to illustrate the modality of photographic 

practice as it relates to Surrealist concerns. The occurrence of a Surreali!J latent in 

experiences of the real (as expressed both in primary sources and recent perspectives of/ 

on Surrealism) is related by extension to self-reflexivity. This is explored through 

traditional or 'straight' photography as well as less common 'photographies'. In light of 

this and Surrealism's primitive universality, self-portrait photography receives particular 

attention as part of the investigation. More frequently studied photographic genres, such 

as street photography or social-documentary photography (one that acknowledges 

subjectivity) are, as a 'photography of the everyday' , of concern in the across the thesis. 

The thesis contends that in historical Surrealism, 10 an existential ideology is evident. This 

is embedded in the ways photographs are made and in the process of subjective autonomy 

of individual practices. Furthermore, Surrealism can be considered as a formative way of 

using photography to predicate a Surrealist 'ism' which is beyond the linearity of the 

Modernist epoch. The existence of Surrealism in photography occurs in two locations - in 

the production of the photograph itself and ontologically.11 So, the thesis contends that 

the methodological/ideological factors that distinguish a Surrealist use of photography are 

evident in photographic works at different levels, across disciplines and histories. Again, 

this can occur at two main levels of photographic operation - the site of production and 

the moment of signification. 

It is important to state before moving on that this thesis is influenced and facilitated by 

what I consider a necessary perspective for establishing a 'just reading' .12 David Bate's ;4.n 
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Archaeology ef Photograpf?j13 is noteworthy when forming a theoretical perspective of this 

kind. Considering photographs in this way, (not just in, but also as history) seemingly 

unconnected instances can be revealed as severed fragments of a central truth. The results 

of this perspective may connect separate periods of time and alternate discourses. This 

evokes, for me, the image of history as a kaleidoscope, an idea attributed to Walter 

Benjamin and that Bate himself acknowledges in his own writings. 14 As I turn to outlining 

the chapters themselves, Baudclaire's conception of the flaneur as a 'kaleidoscope gifted 

with consciousness' is a tempting starting point. This account however, begins in Paris in 

the 1920's. 

1. The Human Vessel: Beyond Historical Surrealism 

Considering early texts produced by key Surrealists, Walter Benjamin remarks "that the 

writings are concerned literally with experiences, not with theories and less with 

phantasms."15 Although Benjamin is typically accurate here, it is interesting that the central 

documents produced within Surrealism are seldom discussed in these terms in relation to 

photography. Because of this, establishing an essence of what Benjamin refers to as 

'Surrealist experiences' has proven particularly elusive, and few writings have sought to 

grasp them. It does however echo what Franklin Rosemont would later add, that 

"Surrealism [ ... ] is above all a method of knowledge and a way of life; it is lived more than 

it is written, or written about, or drawn."16 One may recall Paul Strand's contention that 

'your photography is a record of your living' and indeed, much of what is most relevant in 

Surrealist photography is the moment that existed as the photograph was taken - the 

experience that representation sadly cannot reproduce. Beginning with Eugene Atget, the 

first chapter will consider the ways in which photography has implications on an individual 

(hence socio-political) level in relation to Surrealist idealism. From a Marxist perspective, 

ideologies are formed from material circumstances and Bretonian Idealism stems initially 
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from Breton's own experiences in modern Paris. It is important to restate that despite the 

exclusive nature of Surrealism for a privileged few members, it was and remains as 

individual as collective. 

Also - individually and collectively - a person must experience images and picture making -

photographs are fragments of an individual's experience. Viewing, or vision, is also 

experien rial. Breton's Nadja is one particular document that reveals much about how 

Breton experienced and engaged with the everyday in postulating a Surrealist practice. 

Along with the Manifestoes and other writings, Nat!Ja will serve to illustrate a core, 

historical Sun-ealist 'experience' as it permeates these writings. This section is motivated in 

part by a desire to establish within the modality of certain photographic practices, a 

Surrealist 'experience' which is evident in how photographs are produced and the causes 

and effects of their production. It is the act of hoking, both at the real and at 

representations, which must dominate a contextualisation of Surrealist ideology and 

practices. What I am concerned with herein is not an analysis primarily based on the 

images produced by the Surrealists themselves, but an elucidation of the ways in which a 

Surrealist sensibility influences the production and consumption of their imagery. The 

alignment of these experiences (social and political imperatives of the Surrealist 

Revolution) alongside examples of Surrealist imagery, will help to illustrate in the later 

chapters the Surrealist content evidenced in examples of photography from outside 

Surrealism. The source of these concerns is of course the surface of modernity as it 

evolves, manifests itself and is thus represented in photographs coupled with the discursive 

formation of such factors in the psyche. Simply put; photography is a means of 

mechanically/ chemically/ digitally effacing the surface of the real which in turn can be 

either connoted, denoted, or both, as a form of the Marvelous to the viewing subject. 
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In A Shori SurVf!Y ef Surrealism, David Gascoyne observes that despite the shortfalls of the 

First Manifesto, there are "nevertheless a number of statements in it that continue to hold 

good for anything that can properly be called Surrealist."17 Here, Gascoyne points out the 

importance of Surrealist autonomy as it relates to art and life and their subsequent 

possibilities. Discussing the Marquis de Sade in the First Manifesto ef Surrealism for example, 

Breton remarks: "The Marvelous is not the same in every period of history. It partakes in 

some obscure way of a sort of general revelation, only the fragments of which come down 

to us."18 The Marvelous, elusive yet central to a Surrealist conception of inspiration and 

creativity, is a concept Rosalind Krauss notes as being "at the heart of Surrealism itself."19 

The psychic automatism Breton and Philippe Soupault had conceptualised, (along with its 

signifying effect and its avant-garde position) was something evident elsewhere, across the 

history of a poetic/literary discourse. An obvious example of this, aside from Benjamin 

Peret 'insulting a priest'20 is the anti-christian ecumenism that is evident in surrealist 

passion. So, a discussion of primary Surrealist documents will in the first chapter unearth 

their most recurring themes (ideological, methodological, political) and will thus be applied 

to examples of photography in the chapters that follow. We might call this 'idiosyncratic 

surrealism', as it testifies to the possibility of a 'Surrealist permanence' to which I will 

return later. More than a model for a Surrealist conception of creativity, the noun that is 

the photograph as object, and the verb which is to photograph - are ontologically and 

methodologically distinct as an embodiment of Surrealist practices, motives and visuality. 

At the same time, if a primitive form of Surrealism that was tapped into by Freud and the 

Surrealists can be said to exist a , then the photograph stands as the primary means for its 

continued exploration and effacement through modernity. One obvious reason for this is 

the continued expansion and proliferation of the use of photographic processes as a 

primary means of cultural production of representation by the masses. 
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2. Automatic Writing and Mechanical Reproduction 

One of the difficulties arising during a discussion on Surrealism and photography is the 

fact that the Surrealists themselves offer little insight into how they regarded the medium. 

In light of this, it is almost impossible to consider the 'surrealist reader' of the surrealist 

photograph. The Surrealist uses of photography are far reaching and that in itself presents 

another difficulty. Straight photographs, photo-montages, camera-less photography and 

solarised prints are all used throughout Surrealism. Unlike some other movements in 

Modernism, there is no polarity in the roles of the photograph in Surrealism,21 nor is there 

any one style or type of photograph that would appear to have been favoured over any 

other. Divergent uses of the photograph in other modernist locations tended to produce 

opposing movements. In Surrealism, despite the political frictions of its members, the 

diversity of its practice is what unified it. This points to Surrealism as being dialectically 

woven. If there is any identifiable characteristic in Surrealist photography, it is that it has 

no one characteristic to its identity whatsoever. Despite this, history has sought to define 

Surrealist photography into categories based on style and subject matter. Such attempts fail 

to recognise that Surrealism was itself always in a state of progression, of continual 

manifest:ation. The movement and the application of Surrealist tendencies varied between 

practitioners and from group to group. What does stand out is the privileged position 

that the index holds in surrealist creativity. Frottage and photography are the most fervent 

examples of this and when representations failed to suffice, the objects themselves were 

utilised in the form of the ready-made or sculptes-invoktaires. Collectively, this suggests the 

real as the basis for any Surrealism that attempts to go beyond it. This extends of course 

to the reality of the dream, the surreality of the real and of course to the photograph. 

Recently, the investigation into Surrealist photography has undergone a marked shift in 

emphasis from the stylistic and fantastical to the ordinary and realist. Noteworthy 
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contributions to this shift include the writings of Ian Walker, D avid Bate and John Roberts. 

Walker's work in particular is groundbreaking in its attempt to posit examples of 

photography as Surrealist which have no direct historical link to the movement of 

Surrealism . This is indicative of what I deem a necessary separation between what I term 

Surrealist Photography as opposed to Photographic Surrealism.22 In his own introduction, 

Walker importantly refers to a dichotomy in theories on the Surrealist photograph. In the 

Introduction to City Gorged 111ith Dreams, for example, Walker states that he is concerned 

with: 

a Surrealist photography which ... exploits its very 'straightness', its apparent realism, to 
Surrealist ends. This text has come out of a belief that this 'Surrealist documentarv 
photography is in fact more disruptive of conven tional norms than the contrivances 
of darkroom manipulation, and that it deserves a more complex reading than it has had 
previously.23 

In a similar vein, this thesis is concerned with straight photography as opposed to an 

abstracted form of photography that attempts to reconfigure the photograph's indexical 

link to its subject. As Surrealism sought to subvert a reasoned treatment of reality in 

favour of an unreasoned, or Surrealist visuality, it is apparent that the photograph provided 

the most fitting means through which this subversion could take place. This is particularly 

true in consideration of the historical Surrealist viewing subject in 1920's visual culture. At 

this time, the photogr aph was widely considered as the primary means through which 

contentions concerned with effacing and expanding a positivist account of the real were 

being fermented. T he photograph was largely believed to be a direct and truthful means of 

representation. In this regard it can be argued that all photographs represent the potential 

to be deemed as Surrealist. Perhaps they do, and it is surely pho tography's potential to 

reveal the world as somehow stripped of reason that caused Breton and other Surrealists 

to admire it. . However, I do no t subscribe to the idea that all photographs are inherently 

Surrealist on this basis. Positioning a photograph as Surrealist or not must be based on a 

20 



number of factors. While historical context is one such factor, as discussed in Walker's 

hypothesis and as a contention of my own thesis, it does no t have to be the primary 

determinant. Technologically and scientifically, photography in the interwar period served 

as a vehicle through which an expansion of human understanding of the natural world, the 

social world, and the meclium itself, could be developed. This period, gathering 

momentum from the scientific and pseudo-scientific explorations of the nineteenth 

century, drew increasing attention to the invisible as a characteristic of modernity. By this I 

mean the visualisation of previously unobserved and hitherto unknown and 

unrepresentable realities, in the forms of microscopy, radiography, germ theories and 

electro magnetism, all of which provided justification for Surrealism at the same time as 

providing new aesthetic relationships and possibilities for such concerns. The camera in 

Surrealism served as a means of vindicating the relationship between reason, reality, 

unreason and Surreality. This visible/invisible trait of science and surrealism under 

modernity will be considered in detail in this chapter. 

Taking the identification and understancling of what constitutes a Surrealist photograph to 

a new area of critique, David Bate's recent work builds on the 'index and construct' 

perspective developed by Walker. In Bate's semiotic analysis we find a critical model 

identifying three main tropes of photography in Surrealism. These allow the re

conceptualisation of how a Surrealist photograph might be theorised and how it might 

operate. The Mimetic, Enigmatic and Pro-photographic compartmentalisation of a 

Surrealist photography which Bate applies to historical Surrealist imagery can be 

repositioned and extended to other forms of photography on denotative and connotative 

levels. This chapter will attempt to apply this model to non-historical photographic 

Surrealism at large in photography's history. 
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3. The Material Rendering of the Spirit 

In this section, I will elaborate on the role of the self as the site of Surrealist expression, 

giving particular attention to the role of the camera as an apparatus which facilitates a 

Surrealist practice concerned with psychic automatism. This relation might first have 

been circumvented in what Andre Breton describes as: "the total recovery of our psychic 

force by a means which is nothing other than the dizzying descent into ourselves."24 

Writing on the subject of the Marvelous in both Manifestoes, Breton repeatedly turns 

attention to the 'psychic force' of the individual, and many of Surrealism's concepts are 

borne from this conception of the self as the mediator of experience. 

As discussed above, in the First Manifesto ef Surrealis111, Breton describes the 'psychic 

automatism' he and Philippe Soupault discovered during early experiments in automatic 

writing. Such is the immediacy of this process in transposing the unconscious to paper 

that Breton notes: "we are modest recording instruments, not mesmerized by the drawings 

we are making."25 In short, the object of Surrealist concern was frequently the 

unconscious, the metaphysical - something that cannot be deno ted in mimetic 

representation. Again, as discussed above, the visualisation of the invisible is a central 

concern here. Therefore, I will discuss the extent to which self-portrait photography forms 

a descent into the self, a journey that was a core of the early 'heroic phase' of Surrealism. 

Extending from here, two main avenues are of initial concern : the modality of vision and 

the specificity of the index of a 'self' in representation. When the referent in a 

photograph is also the viewing subject of that photograph (i.e. looking at a photo of one's 

self) a unique signifying relation is in operation between image and viewer. 

To highlight the potential modality of self-portrait photography and the exclusive nature of 

what might be called an 'indexical self-referent',26 it is worth drawing attention at this stage 
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to Rene Magri.tte's The Human Condition I (Fig. 3). Like much of Magritte's critique of 

vision and reality, this serves as a reminder of the contradictions within the relationship 

between object and representation, as well as the historically located self as a visual 

apparatus. The issues raised by such a painting can highlight the modality of self

representation with a camera. We cannot simultaneously see both our 'self' and the 

representation of that self from the perspective in Magritte's painting. This is beyond 

traditional Cartesian object-subject relations, and would essentially require a second body. 

Only a mirror or a photograph can enable a version of this kind of visual experience, and 

it is not my intention to enter the realm of the looking glass and implicate the photograph 

as a metaphorical 'mirror with a memory', or to use a painting to discuss photographs. I 

use this comparison specifically to highlight the body as an apparatus of vision, as opposed 

to the camera or the canvas. 

Fig. 3. Rene Magritte, The Human Condition 1, 1933. 
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To explore this configuration, the Cartesian dualism of the object/subject relationship will 

be discussed in line with writings on self-portraiture in photography. Maurice Mcrleau

Ponty's writings on the Phenomenology ef Perception will enable a consideration of the role of 

the camera in a redeployment of the modality of vision. As with Magritte's painting, (in 

relation to one's body) to see ourselves as we would an object requires "the use of a second 

body which itself would be unobservable"27 The emphasis here is one of dual presence of 

apparatuses of vision where objects are exterior to the self that viewr. So, representations 

occupy a kind of 'third' person perspective. What are the implications of this in self

portrait photography? We occupy a temporal body from which we observe. And yet, as 

we are reminded visually in fig. 3, the self is, like Magritte, elsewhere - outside the frame. 

In that case, what specific type of sign are we in communication with in a photographic 

representation of the self? What patterns of signification are occuring here? How might 

these be placed in line with, or next to, the signifying practices mentioned above by 

Soupault and Bate? This section will consider the ways in which self-portrait photography 

supports or contradicts traditional object/subject relations, and how this relates to a 

Surrealism of contradiction, mental imagery, and psychic automatism. 

Commenting on literary automatism, Breton observes: "I had begun to cherish words 

excessively for the space they allow around them, for their tangencies with countless other 

words that I did not utter ... automatic writing is a veritable photography of thought." 28 

We might think of the space around words as a similar construct to the space around 

signifiers in photographs, not altogether dissimilar from where Berger's 'invasion of 

language' takes place. However, given the specific set of signifying relations in operation in 

surrealist photography, it might be more specific to consider this as the site where tl1e 

invasion of language is annulled. The ability of this 'space' to propagate in self-portrait 

photography, a 'photography of thought' in line with the imperatives of Surrealism, is the 

second area of study in auto-portraiture. 
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The connections between Surrealism and psychoanalysis have been widely acknowledged. 

Breton himself was a doctor and he acknowledged Freud in the First Manifesto. Nadja was 

committed to a house for the insane and the Second Manifesto ef Su1realism begins with a 

passage on 'Mental Alienation' from the French Journal of Medical Psychology. Aside 

from insanity as a sort of 'marvelous existence', Breton was concerned with spiritual and 

mental liberation (we will turn to the political shortly) that could be afforded through 

Surrealism. In relation to this, Breton restates an earlier belief from the First Manifesto; 

"This cry of the mind which turns back toward itself fully determined desperately to break 

its restraining bonds."29 Of course, this also suggests a connection to the 'primitive' 

Surrealism discussed earlier. If we consider consciousness as something projected from 

the temporal body, might we find the mind returned upon itself in self-portrait 

photography in the form of past versus present experience? What might the implications 

of such a reversal through self-representation be? These initial questions will be explored 

here, building on previous discussions around the semiotic specificity of the relationship 

between the self as viewing subject and the self as object (referent) in photography. 

Rosy Martin and Jo Spence are two commentators who have written on the cathartic nature 

of art practices, specifically on photographic self-portraiture as a 'healing art'. The 

overriding predilection of debates surrounding this issue can be considered, as Rosy 

Martin has envisaged, as a 'psychic-realism'.30 The contention can be observed that in self

portrait photography we have the usual 'absolute of realism' inherent in the photographic, 

coupled with the metaphysical presence of consciousness. While this objective/subjective 

duality is intrinsic to photographs in and of themselves, in self-portraits we find an 

inflation of the psychic or autonomous vestige due to the 'indexical self-referent'. Thus, 

the capacity for self-portrait photography to serve as an emancipatory tool, will be linked 

to the Surrealist belief in individual liberation and freedom. New insights into reality or 
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into the latent reality within real experiences is a frequent territory of psychic-automatism 

in Surrealist methods. 

With respect to psychic automatism, we observe in Surrealism a rhetoric of emancipation. 

Many commentators, from Rosalind Krauss to David Bate, have informed their analyses by 

using Freud and Lacan respectively. In this section I will primarily deal with Jung and 

Lacan. If Surrealism is in part a critique of representation, the site of Surrealism may be 

located in the space between viewer and image. In self-portrait photography this space is a 

particularity, insofar as the viewer would appear to be 'in communication' with the self. Put 

simply, auto-portraiture is the actualization of the Surrealist manifestoes for art practices. 

4. Symbolic Life and Active Engagement 

Lastly I would like to consider one final element of Surrealist (and photographic) concern: 

the everyday and the socio-political field. The main aim of this section is to draw upon the 

previous chapters in an attempt to formulate a discussion on photography and Surrealism 

that accounts for the role they may actively play in the life of an individual. I hope that 

this will result in new viewpoints from which to consider Surrealism and photography in a 

broader context. The value of the photograph to evidence social forces and political 

factors, and how this relates to Surrealist Idealism, is the dominant avenue of exploration. 

In a side note to the Second Manifesto ef SurrealisTII, Breton discusses the role of the novel 

and its process of narrativity. He calls for a new form of literature and for new methods 

of textual analysis capable of unearthing truths that lie hidden within the text; what 

Breton regards as its Surrealism. The idea is summarized here by Breton as 'symbolic 

life'.31 Similarly, it is fruitful to consider photographs as past experience and as signs that 

index 'symbolic life', in order to better understand and bare witness to their surrealist 
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tendency and value. Surrealism contends that this symbolic life is not just open to analysis 

and criticism but is 'available to everyone'. This occurs becauseof "people and events, in 

order to really hold a fraction of a second between two blades and to surprise there the 

seeds of the incident:s."32 It is interesting that Breton was not referring to photography 

here. The 'fraction of a second between two blades' he refers to is most probably a 

fleeting moment of clarity in witnessing the Marvelous in the Everyday, of being attentive 

to 'objective chance.' Such activity manifests a surrealist version of the flaneur The phrase 

evokes the shutter of the camera but also, as is customary of Surrealism, clinical medicine. 

Here the rhetoric of clinical precision is echoed by Walter Benjamin's oft recounted phrase 

that 'photography is the surgeon's knife'. The 'surprise of the seeds of the incidents' might 

be regarded as a characteristic of, and an effect of, photography, in terms of the 

photographs' potential value both as a cultural document and as a form of evidence. The 

photograph also harbors the potential for confusion and/ or the uncanny revelation of the 

Marvelous. This may also importantly include the capacity for chance events to produce 

contradictions in signification which is relevant not only to Surrealism by and large, but 

also to Bate's hypothesis as discussed above. 

Finally, I wish to turn to the Surrealist affiliation with Marxist doctrine in the name of the 

working class for the purpose of their dis-alienation, an area which has been thoroughly 

noted elsewhere. This section will examine the extent to which photographic and non

photographic practices allow or uphold the socio-political imperatives of the Surrealist 

Revolution, particularly in relation to action. The avant-garde position of Surrealism (as a 

response against realism) placed it at its onset as a counter-cultural practice. In Philosopising 

the Everydqy, John Roberts observes that: 

Counter-cultural practices saw themselves as orientated towards a world of everyday 
practices that allowed the production of art to participate in a network of social relations 
not defined directly by the exchange of commodities and the exclusionary interests of 
bourgeois institutions.33 
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The Surrealists saw their practice as a 'project of attention' - a meaningful engagement with 

the world that would result in a revelation of the hidden truths of life. Moreover, the 

potential benefits of such an engagement were universal and democratic, possibilities 

'available to everyone'. Photography is an almost universal cultural phenomenon that the 

Surrealists appear to have overlooked as a servant to socio-political transformation, or as a 

tool that facilitates a clearer understanding of ourselves and the world we inhabit. There 

are two main results of this: that they are experienced and belong to the maker of 

photographs, and that they belong to culture at large, to be theorised and analysed. 

Roberts narrates his opinion of how readily the Everyday defines the counter-hegemonic 

energy of the modernist period, and continues to discuss the realignment of Marx by 

Lefebvre on the critique of capital. Aesthetic labour and the revolution of capital 

economy, (emancipation and alienation) is not a given polemic, but rather should transform 

the order of productive and non-productive labour itself As Lefebvre puts it elsewhere: 

The creative activity of art and the work of art foreshadow joy at its highest. For Marx, 
enjoyment of the world is not limited to the consumption of material goods .. . He imagines 
a world in which everyone would rediscover the spontaneity of natural life and its initial 
creative drive. And perceive the world through the eyes of the painter, the ears of a 
musician and the language of a poet. Once superseded, art would be reabsorbed into an 
everyday which had been metamorphosed by its fusion with what had hitherto been kept 
external to it.34 

It is possible that as a specific arena of cultural production, photography may serve as an 

exemplary site where one 'rediscovers the spontaneity' of natural life. In short, through 

photography, experience and the act of picture making, become sy1JJbo/i,c life and 

photography can uphold the philosophy of liberation via a Surrealist practice. For George 

Lukacs, 1917 was the breakdown of the dualism between art and bourgeois culture. 

Lukacs often turns to the idea of self-knowledge as something practical and active that 

28 



shapes and directs human emancipation and attests to the longing of man to "make the 

pinnacle of his existence the plane on which he lives his life, to make its meaning part of 

everyday reality."35 In a similar vein, the Everyday is the site of Surrealist visuality and 

practice and it is the photograph that acts as a marker between an individual and the world 

around them. In the final section, by looking at photographs and video media from across 

the historical strata, I will discuss the ways in which a Surrealist political ideology is upheld 

through actions and through photographic practices. This will I hope allow the reader to 

consider what the photograph and other forms of lens based imagery can tell us about our 

own and previous eras, through a sur-realist visual ideology. 

In short, the relationship between Surrealism and Photography is extremely complex and 

the chapters that follow have implications for the ways in which we have traditionally 

envisioned Surrealist Photography. These chapters are my own attempt to account for the 

experiential nature of both surrealist 'life' and of photography itself. The methodology 

of the photographic medium, through various practices, embodies many Surrealist 

sensibilities and likewise, attests to the potential of photography to serve as the ultimate 

mode of representation suited to a Surrealist praxis. Attention will now be turned to the 

primary source of these practices and ideologies: Surrealism's papal spokesperson, Andre 

Breton. 
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Chapter One 

The Human Vessel: Beyond Historical Surrealism 

33 

'"Each is his own interpreter,for I te!L y ou: 

it is possible to see everything through the mind. " 

- Paracelsus, Phihsophia Occulta 



At 42 rue Fontaine, Paris, there once existed an extraordinary collection of objects. 

Accumulated by the late Andre Breton over the course of his life, this conglomeration is 

both specific and universal. It is unique by virtue of its cultural and historical value 

(including rare papers signed by Freud, sketches by Picasso, photographs from Man Ray 

and Eugene Atget) and trivial by its nature as the result of a common, human activity. T he 

total of over five thousand paintings, manuscripts and objects of all kinds is collectively 

known as L'Atelier de Breton. Its universality can be found in the translation, 'Breton's 

workshop', and when we consider the collections we all accumulate throughout our lives 

amid the world of objects. The true workshop, Breton's, is life itself. 

Framing this collection as the result of both a highly personal and at the same time general 

activity - a human habit - suggests the difficulty and importance of attempting to accurately 

consider the movement of Surrealism in its entirety. 

Fig. 4. Photographer Unknown, Andre Breton in his Atelier, circa 1960. 

34 



Grouping objects together over the course of time, as Breton had, lends itself to the 

juxtaposition of history - be it personal or cultural. The same fate can be true of academic 

revision when reviewing the Surrealist movement. Despite this, there is much to be gained 

by juxtaposition, as the Surrealists were fond of pointing out. While juxtaposition creates 

problems, it also promotes new understanding and perspectives that may o therwise be 

unachievable. The surrealists would call this objective chance. For myself, it evokes 

Benjamin's model of history as a kaleidoscope. 

In Andre Breton in his Atelier, (Fig. 4), Breton sits surrounded by the contents of his 

apartment. Just as is the case with Breton's collection, Surrealist photographs are the result 

of the human activity of life - be they the products of mere observers or attentive flaneurs, 

Atget:s, or indeed any anonymous citizen with a camera. Breton's collection is the sum total 

of experiences, a lifetime of encounters with the real in various sites of exchange. 

Photographs, as the apprehension of an image of the real, are as inseparable from the site 

of their attainment as fragments of experience. Similarly, an object observed in reality can 

likewise be attained by an individual, through vision and the other senses. Again, the 

individual and the site together dictate the outcome. Breton in his Atelier highlights this, as 

Breton is photographed sitting in front of his personal collection of his life's mementoes. 

Similarly, photographs Oike each of the objects on the wall behind Breton) can also be 

regarded as the result or afterthought of a Surrealist activity - a site of exchange between 

observer and surreality. Indeed, it is after all, representations which are in the mind. It can 

be said that Surrealism exists simultaneously in two places - in both the interior self and in 

the external world of objects. Further still, might we find the Marvelous between these 

two worlds?1 If this is the case then the photographs from the Surrealist movement serve 

merely to illustrate a segment of an activity that lies outside the frame. At this point, 'site' 

becomes increasingly relevant, both in terms of the site of production of imagery, but also 

this one, this work, which will attempt to account for such factors. I t is more helpful to 

refer to photographs or poems, not as Surrealist or otherwise, but as the results of a 
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Surrealist activity (or not) undertaken beneath the banner of a socio-cultural, artistic 

movement. This is a truism of Fig. 4, where Breton is Surrealist but the objects in the 

atelier are not. Or are they? What constitutes a Surrealist object? Of course Surrealism 

had it's dream object, uncanny object, involuntary object, and so on. But there was also the 

Philosopher's Stone, and Surrealism was very fond of talismans, totemic objects, charms 

and icons. The Surrealists admired alchemists, photographers and their photographs. I 

will return to the photographic objects of Surrealism a little later because in attempting to 

reconsider Surrealism and Photography one would do well to turn attention at the onset 

away from the photographs for which the movement is chiefly celebrated, commodified or 

defiled. 

The complexity of the ideologies and objects that emerged as a result of Surrealism is 

naturally vast. For this reason, any study of Surrealism (this text included) will always be 

resigned to being fragmentary and incomplete. Dawn Ades has remarked that it is: 

"Surrealism's efficacity to have maintained a series of contradictions without resolution. But 

this is uncomfortable for a discipline (Art History) which ... works towards a unified view of 

individuals and movements." 2 In spite of this reasoning, the possibilities of study - just as 

in Tolstoy's sentiment on life - remain intact The initial focus must be with the writings of 

Andre Breton and will remain there, for the most part, throughout the beginning of this 

chapter. The justification for initially privileging Andre Breton above other contributors to 

Surrealism, is found in the elevated position he afforded himself as key spokesman and 

ideologist of the Surrealist enigma: Breton was Surrealism's pope. Other commentators 

on Surrealism have sought to favour alternative Surrealists over Breton3 but such 

perspectives misconstrue a reading and understanding of the politics and history of the 

movement that is proportional to the contributors to Surrealist doctrine. My propensity to 

signify this tenet, requires the use of the term 'Bretonian Idealism' as an umbrella term for 

his principle concepts. It should also be acknowledged that this tendency is in light of the 

36 



many personal conflicts that manifested within and subsequently dogged Surrealism's 

hierarchy.4 

In A Cavalier History ef Surrealism, Raoul Vaneigem states: "Breton had one foot in 

literature and the other in reality as directly experienced."5 Indeed this observation is most 

accurate when reading many of Breton's texts, in particular the Manifestoes and of course 

Nac§a. This perspective faintly echoes Benjamin's observation that "the writings are 

concerned literally with experiences, not with theories and less with phantasms." 6 It is 

interesting to consider that even at this early point in the evolution of Surrealism and in 

critiques on Surrealist activities (1929), an apparent need to limit the 'fantastical' or 

phantasmic appearance and interpretations of Surrealism in favour of a more solid 

grounding in existentialism had developed. Indeed the inaccurate interprerarions of 

Surrealism as some form of extraordinary, outlandish aesthetic (separated from reality), 

occurred early in the movement's lifetime. Louis Aragon's Declaration de la Bureau de 

Recherches Surrialistes, testifies to the almost immediate misappropriation of 'surrealisms'. 

One reason for the importance of grounding a theory of Surrealism primarily in everyday 

life is suggested by Franklin Rosemont, who would later add that "Surrealism is above all a 

method of knowledge and a way of life; it is lived more than it is written, or written about, 

or drawn."7 For Breton certainly and for the majority of the other Surrealists largely, the 

surface of reality testified to all the possibilities of surrealist discovery. The Czech 

Surrealist film-maker Jan Svankmajer confirms this in his claim that "Surrealism exists in 

reality, not besides it."8 If experience is life, the real life in which we are immersed, it is in 

essence the negation of the concrete surface of that reality. A surrealistically motivated life 

is the negation of this negation. Surrealism is the simultaneous existence of the psychical 

and the physical, which informs us that reality is always inevitably of a double composition 

- real and surreal. The engagement with that double composition is likewise hinged upon 

the simultaneity of an objective and subjective experience, and it is an awareness and 
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acknowledgement of this fact which results in a Surrealist sensibility. Or is it more 

accurate to suggest that Surrealism is the suijectivisation of an objective/ subjective 

relationship to reality? Perhaps we arrive finally at the conclusion that for Breton and his 

comrades, lived experience fostered the surrea!isation of the real, via a desubjectivisation of 

their individual responses to the rational. This last act is crucial. Having problematised 

Breton's poetic question Qu 'est-ce que suma!isme? it should be noted that there remains one 

limited, now infinitely reproduced definition: 

SURREALISM n. Psychic automatism in its pure state by which one proposes to 
express - verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other manner - the 
actual functioning of thought. Dictated by thought, in the absence of any 
control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.9 

The tendency to posit Surrealism as an emanation of reality, as opposed to something latent 

within it, explains to a degree Surrealism's early congruence with medical and scientific 

examination. It was in part a critical sphere that had been identified and could be 

observed, studied, harnessed and celebrated. The Surrealist periodical, La Revolution 

Surrealistes is widely acknowledged to be similar in style to its contemporary scientific 

journal La Nature. Likewise, Breton's Nadja carries the rhetoric of objective investigation 

throughout its narrative style where the photographs (42 in total) occupy a role of 

diagnosis and symptom (in an evidential sense) of the everyday and the experience 

recounted in the form of text Breton's personal history in psychiatry and medicine has a 

large part to play in this. Here the patient displaying symptoms o f complacency and 

stagnation resulting from the reign of logic was Paris and the human vessel which 

inhabited it - the Parisian population. By extension, the physical entity of Paris is largely 

inseparable from the surface of reality, and, importantly, the psychical reality of those who 

observe it. An understanding of the impact of the urban environment (or any 

environment) on our psycho-metabolism was then still relatively new, having been 

proposed by Georg Simmel at the beginning of the twentieth century. 10 The character of 
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Nadja serves as an embodiment of the contents and possibilities o f that city in its entirety. 

She is in Breton's eyes a chos-e falle (a crazy thing) whom he encounters by chance. 

In a similar way, an anonymous photograph which appeared in Minotaure 7 contained a chose 

falle for Dali - a spool of thread caught in frame by chance that evoked a whole chain of 

significance.11 Indeed, Dali's reading of the spool in the photograph evokes (somewhat 

problematically) the punctum as theorised by Roland Barthes .. In Camera Lucido, Barthes 

points interestingly to the randomness of the object that becomes the punctum in the 

photograph. He notes: "Certain details may 'prick' me. If they do not it is doubtless 

because the photographer has put them there intentionally ... or at least is not strictly, 

intentional and probably must not be so."12 Certainly, the object in question is contained in 

the photograph by pure chance and is so minute that it could not have been included 

intentionally. The parity between these (spool as a disruption in the order of reality, Nadja 

as a similarly disruptive force of this order) highlights Surrealism's elevation of the chance 

encounter to a possible manifestation of the Marvelous. Dali's method is known as 

paranoiac-critical, and Breton's analysis can be considered as objective chance. Both are 

suggestive of an approach to reality and to the world of facts that is highly reflexive, and 

both privilege a deliberately subjective treatment of materiality.13 Breton wrote: 

I am concerned with facts of quite unverifiable intrinsic value .. .I am concerned, I say, with 
facts which may belong to the order of pure observation, but which on each occasion 
present all the appearances of a signal, without our being able to say precisely which 
signal, and of what; facts which when I am alone permit me to enjoy unlikely 
complicities.14 

This brief passage indicates a deliberately formulaic treatment of the events which shape 

the novel Na4Ja. This treatment promotes an uncertainty in its connotation and reception 

that mimics the subjective response of Breton to the events and geographical spaces which 

line the novel. "Who am I?"15 he asks at the very onset - a subjective question on 
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subjectivity. As the reader follows this opening line, one's own self is brought into the 

question and subsequently the novel itself Overall, Nadja attempts to answer this question 

so that the reader will ask these same questions, and therein discover the surreal 

possibilities within reality, for his or herself - discover that reality is not ruled by reason 

alone. 

Benjamin once remarked that Atget photographed Paris as though it was the scene of a 

crime. In A Short History of Photograpqy, Benjamin wrote that Atget "looked for what was 

unremarked, forgotten, cast adrift"16 and later that "almost all these pictures are empty."17 

In this passage Benjamin identifies a connotative effect of Atget's photography that is 

particularly applicable to the ways in which the photographs in Breton's Nat/Ja, coupled 

with the text, lend the signified a Surrealist quality of contradiction. Full of information 

and detail yet simultaneously mute and empty. The result is a rhetoric of disjunction and 

rupture, predicated on incongruence and a competing narrative full of facts, stripped of its 

aura and imbued with a new quality of alienation. Benjamin writes: "It is in these 

achievements that surrealist photography sets the scene for a salutary estrangement 

between man and his surroundings. It gives free play to the politically educated eye, under 

whose gaze all intimacies are sacrificed to the illumination of detail."18 Nadja, with its 

haunting text, and its interplay between text and image - many of the photographs are sites 

in Parisian history of revolution, beheading, witch-trials etc. - implicates a Parisian historical 

and political reality. The city is not made up of surfaces alone, but the ghosts of the past 

and the projections of the viewing subject. The combination of text and image in Nadja 

creates a new rhetorical aesthetic. This is Surrealism. Or, at least, the combination of text 

and image produce a Surrealist rhetoric that is the result, the after effect, of connotation. 

This unifies two distant sites: production and consumption. Breton's sensibility is 

simultaneously one of detachment and engagement. I can think of no better term for this 

than the 'estrangement' used by Benjamin. The uncanny connotation is primarily the result 
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of the signified that communicates a sense of emptiness in spite of the detailed message of 

the photograph. In short, what is most striking about this visuality is that it is not visible in 

the frame, but a result of the photograph's rhetorical function. 

What is in operation is difficult to locate, because it exists in the moment of viewing. The 

location of the Surrealist moment can then seen to be twofold. It first occurs naturally as a 

result of the surface of the real and may or may not be harnessed by the sensibility of the 

photographer at the time of the photographs making, and it is then later re-enacted at the 

moment of reception. I wish to explore this idea, to try and 'locate' Surrealism in the past 

and present, using three examples. The purpose of this is to expand on the conception of 

what can be said to constitute Surrealism and a Surrealist photograph. 

Fig. 5. Eugene Atget, Place d11 Tertre, 1922. 

In Atget's Place du Tertre, (Fig. 5) we are confronted with a typical Parisian square. The open 

space is dotted with trees and lined on its periphery by buildings whose ground floors 
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house commercial premises. It is possibly winter, as the trees stand stripped of leaves. 

Likewise, the public space depicted is seemingly devoid of any human presence save that 

of the photographer. Despite these absences, the content of the photograph is detailed 

and cluttered. This photograph is typical in style of many of Atget's images, with a 

composition that is at once awkward and graceful. Of course this formal quality of 

juxtaposition is significant not only with regard to Paris, but for Surrealist preoccupations 

(particularly those of Louis Aragon) with the terrain vague. Walker has written at length on 

this area of Surrealist enquiry, and I wish here simply to highlight the extent to which 

Atget's images, Breton's in Nadja, and David Farrell's of Ireland, evoke the hybridisation of 

the urban and the rural. 

A notable attribute of Place du Tertre in relation to Surrealism, and, typical of Atget, is the 

collision of the urban and the pastoral. It is well known that much of his photography was 

prompted by the process of Haussmannisation, and that Atget sought to preserve through 

his work and images of 'old' Paris. This lends to his photography a socio-political edge 

concerned with urbanisation and it's effects on the city's inhabitants. The trees stand as the 

remnants of the rural, as a memory of the disappearing countryside. Of course the 

parisian Zone (where countryside met city limits) was a place of considerable importance 

for the Surrealists. It can be noted that throughout Surrealism, from exquisite corpse to 

automatic writing, to terrain vague, there exists the coming together of opposing or 

unconnected objects and circumstances. This is likewise evident in the wan banality of 

cluttered details in the pho tography of Eugene Atget. 

Of course, as the historical and visual differences between that modernity and our own 

diverge, we may arguably accentuate som e characteristics; today we srudy it some ninety 

years after its creation. The photographs of Atget, and those in Nacjja become increasingly 

empty when compared with our own cityscapes. If our readings are powerfully altered by 
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the modernisation of the landscape then does the Surreal effect of the image increase over 

time? Could this capacity of the photograph - as a past history located in the present - not 

only preserve a Surrealist historical document, but magnify it altogether? 1 believe that this, 

what has been called 'the death mask' by Barthes, is a tautological signifying effect that has 

a Surrealist quality. It mimics the visual process of Breton in Nadja, who carries with him 

throughout the novel a Parisian historical past, referenced through text and photograph. 

The moment of Surrealism (if we consider Surrealism to be, among other things, a 

signifying effect) through the objects which Surrealism produced, is not only maintained, 

but amplified over time. Given that Atget was not a Surrealist, but that his photographs 

contained this enigmatic rhetoric, (the veracity of photographic representation accentuates 

this in the historically located viewer) then photographs, by their very nature, always 

contain within themselves the possibility of a Surrealist effect. When one considers that 

Atget worked incessantly before the Surrealist revolution began in earnest, then these 

documents point to the fact that Surrealism exists beyond the historical linearity of the 

movement. The british comedian George Melly once declared that "Surrealism is the spirit 

of the dream, coupled with reality. It's not mystical: it relies only on what is there, but it 

takes these two things and unites them, to create a world that is totally free."19 Once again 

this testifies to the fact that Surrealism lies at the heart of our engagement with the real. 

Although not theoretically identified and shaped until 1924, Surrealism was and remains a 

component of reality that is inseparable from reality as a whole. As a means of 

mechanically reproducing reality, photography is a distinctly modern one. That Breton and 

the Surrealists identified with figures long dead - the persecuted, the primitive, from 

alchemists to spiritualists - this connects Surrealism to our primitive past. 20 It is natural 

that humanity would seek, among other things, an appropriate means for representation in 

any given era and that the most recent or modern tools would be used to express 'modem 

man'. 
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Fig. 6. Jacques Andre Boiffard, Place Danphi11e, 1928. 

Jacques Andre Boiffard's photograph Place Dauphine, (Fig. 6) which appears in Nar!fa, has a 

number of striking similarities with Atget's Place du Tertre. Again we have a photograph 

whose frame is filled with buildings lining a square that is dotted with trees which are also 

without leaves. Again the streets are empty. Just as is the case in fig. 5, the banality of the 

photograph allows a melancholic connotation to creep in. In the text of the novel, this is 

the site where Nadja displays a clairvoyant sensibility, predicting that one of the windows 

will light up red, which Breton informs us, it does. As the story is recounted, the emptiness 

of the photograph is filled with events that are not evident on the surface of the 

photograph itself. The reader is forced to project these events onto the photograph and 

an invisible layer of meaning is thus rendered inseparable from the content of the image. 

It is possible that this imagery occurred in Bretons eyes - a glaze upon the surface of the 

real. 
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In City Gor;ged With Dreams, Surrealism and Documentary Photograpf?y in Intenvar Paris, Ian Walker 

states: "The two elements - place and narrative, photograph and text - can no longer be 

pulled apart without damage to both."21 The photograph, like the physical place in the real 

city, is given a content that lies in the internal visual field of the viewer, no less real than the 

concrete and trees, but bryond objective vision. It is simultaneously present and absent, just 

as Atget's photography (and those made by Boiffard for the novel Nar!Ja) possess an 

emptiness that in fact does not exist. This results in a conflation of the concrete and the 

metaphysical, and brings the invisible to bear on the visible city. This is a condition of 

perception, of subjective vision. It brings to mind research pre-dating photography, of Jan 

Purkinje for example, whose 'afterimages' from 1823 set important stones in place for the 

theory of naturally occurring, autonomous vision. In Techniques of the Observer, Jonathan 

Crary remarks that such findings indicate "the paradoxical objectivity of the phenomena of 

subjective vision ... an overlapping of the visionary and the empirical, of "the real" and the 

abstract."22 The novel and the camera are two ways of exploring this, aside from the image 

of the ghost. The interior space in an exterior world, that is connoted through the 

denotation of an awning of a cafe which is in the centre of Place Dauphine is a direct 

reference to a reality which remains hidden. But, it is no less present than the surface of 

the real. 

In a double act of hybridity, the trees which punctuate fig. 5 and fig. 6 stand as the remains 

of the pastoral that is absent from the denoted message of the photograph. Just as in 

Breton's narrative, - and in Atget also in relation to the Phce du Tertre - the pastoral and 

past events which lead to this vague terrain occupy a place as part of the image that is itself 

outside the content of the photograph. The result of this is that the Marvelous is placed 

where the psychical and the physical meet. Walker writes: "To view the events of the novel 

as taking place in cold daylight on ordinary streets is to apprehend that the Marvelous can 

and does strike anywhere."23 Once again, this suggests the ahistoricity of la Surrealisme. 
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These images contain the facade of the city, the remnants of an unconscious, rural or 

primitive past - which is itself an 'after' image - and contains also a viewing subject (actually 

two, if one were to include oneself). In this regard, Surrealism becomes a question of 

successive latencies. The latent image is photographic, and Surrealist. 

The Zone features heavily in Atget's photography as a Surrealist landscape. This area of 

the Parisian periphery held great significance for the Surrealists, in a political as much as an 

aesthetic sense, due to its inhabitants; often gypsies and criminals or displaced persons 

living outside the concerns of local government, some of which were only a generation 

removed from the effects of Haussmannisation. This area is also the product of 

expanding urbanism - a product of modernity with all the ensuing social, cultural and 

political repercussions. 

Before 2010, political and economic factors in Ireland led to the speculated expansion of 

suburban housing into the surrounding countryside at an ungoverned rate. The result of 

this led to the emergence of what are referred to as 'ghost estates' - empty houses in their 

tens of thousands - an incomplete urbanism thrown violently into pastoral surrounds. The 

landscape is one of fracture and incompletion, empty for the most part of human 

inhabitants; a modern Ireland juxtaposed with the mythical, historical, rural. David 

Farrell's Carlow: Tullow Park Gate, 2011, (fig. 7) has similar currency to those of Boiffard and 

Atget (fig.5 and fig.6). This is not to compare the photographers themselves, but to 

reaffirm the assertion that Surrealism exists in the real, that it manifests on the surface of 

modernity and contains complicities which continue to surface. Its effects are likewise 

similar. Social and economic ruin, a heightened sense of the uncanny that is a signifying 

effect not only of photographs, but of the concrete exterior reality, are some connotations 

of Tullow Park Gate. Such a landscape has the aura of desertion, of civilisation abandoned. 

Yet strangely, unlike the Parisian zone, this one is as yet uninhabited. The very term 'ghost 
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estate' underlines the uncanny and draws parallels to Surrealism's occult tendencies. 

Likewise, because of their denoted message, Farrell's photographs contain connotations 

that are haunting, unsettling, and for all intents and purposes, not only Surrealist in effect 

therefore, but Surrealist politically. In Prefane Illumination: Walter Betyamin and the Paris ef 

Surrealist "Revolution, Margaret Cohen states that: "Nadja usually identifies herself and Breton 

with forces across the political spectrum that lost out."24 This is typically Surrealist, and 

likewise is an important factor in Farrell's documentation of social and economic ruin, just 

as Man Ray's and Atget's photographs of the Zone turned attention to the marginalised 

and those who suffered as a result of urban 'planning'. That the urbanism appears 'ruined' 

or deserted, yet was never inhabited, is also a contradiction within the real, a short circuit in 

the chain of signification from object to subject. Here, as in the other examples, 

Surrealism is located in the 'object' of the site itself, (not just in representation but) in the 

real. 

Fig. 7. David Farrell, Carlow: Tul/01v Park Gate, 2011. 

Returning to City Gorged With Dreams, Walker titles a chapter 'Terrain Vague', in which he 

explores Surrealist engagement with the city through some examples of historical Surrealist 
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photography. There are a number of ways that this relates to these images (figs.5, 6, 7). 

Walker states that 

For the Surrealists, nature was not to be separated from culture. Rather, the intrusion of 
the natural into the city disrupted the veneer of urbanity and, in turn, undermined the 
coherence of the bourgeois, capitalist system. In this process, the city was revealed not as 
the monolithic and coherent structure of the modernist dream, but something more like a 
complex organism, fraught with contradictions, unstable, even sometimes on the edge of 
collapse.25 

In Tu!/0111 Park Gate, the 'ghost estate' is a construction of culture, as is the mythology of 

the Irish Landscape which surrounds it. It points to the instability of a capitalist system 

'on the edge of collapse'. The hybridised landscape is likewise one that the Surrealists were 

privy to explore. "For the Surrealist'', Walker observes, "the point was not to choose the 

natural over the urban or vice versa, but rather to explore the discomfiting hybridisation 

resulting from the interpenetration of the two."26 The Surrealists placed importance in the 

road less trodden, the derelict spaces of the urban as a kind of distorted landscape, 

politically charged and socially marginalised. If Surrealist photography is to aspire to the 

status of documentary, then the un-manipulated, 'straight' photograph ranks high in the 

order of preference. Coupled with a surrealist theme and a parallel sociopolitical rhetoric, 

can Tullow Park Gate, 2011 (fig. 7) be considered as an example of photography that finds 

itself part of a larger lineage of surrealistically motivated representation concerned with 

the urban hybridisation and social injustice? The sense of unease that Tullow Park Gate 

connotes would surely have been one of interest to the Surrealists, who "explored the 

potency of derelict spaces off [the city's] main routes of circulation."27 Benjamin also 

noted, early in Surrealism's history, that "no face is surrealistic in the same degree as the 

true face of the city."28 The city, as the face of modernity, gives rise to a Surrealist 

signification of its own accord, which can be denoted in the photograph, intentionally or 

not. This has two critical outcomes; that the Surreal is not the same in every period of 
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history, and that the Marvelous content of the Everyday is predicated on vision and 

modernity. 

Breton's existential sensibilities, surrealistically motivated, allowed him to strip reality of its 

distracting details and uncover the detritus of reason which remain after the veil of reality 

has been cast off or broken through. The Zone, the afterimage, subjective vision, the 

uncanny and the suggestion of the past on the facade of modernity, combine to give rise to 

the Marvelous. The aesthetic socio-political currency of these images (figs. 5, 6, 7) is then 

similar to those used in N ar!Ja as are the connotations that lend a haunting quality to the 

works; empty save the occasional spectre of a person, the appearance of Nadja's eyes, or of 

ghosts in the windows. Indeed, in the very first paragraph of Nadja, Breton writes that: 

perhaps everything would amount to knowing whom I 'haunt'. I must admit that this last 
word is misleading, tending to establish between certain beings and myself relations that 
are stranger, more inescapable, more disturbing than I intended. Such a word means 
much more than it says, makes me, still alive, play a ghostly part, evidently referring to 
what I must have ceased to be in order to be who I am. Hardly distorted in this sense, the 
word suggests that what I regard as the objective, more or less deliberate manifestations 
of my existence are merely the premises, within the limits of this existence, of an activity 
whose true intent is quite unlmown to me?9 

Here, Breton is attempting to express the resistance of Surrealism to finite definition. 

Haunting, like Atget, the streets of Paris allow Breton, in a detracted manner, to engage 

with Paris in a manifestly new way - evidencing a Surrealist sensibility and prompting the 

character of the f1aneur. This sensibility evokes a new disposition and thus allows a newly 

informed understanding of the real. It is an extension of flanerie, located in modernity, 

reliant on the self achieving a new disposition, but one which desires not only a new view 

of the world, but a form of representation which accounts for the ethereality of existence, 

a wraitl1 of the real. This allows Breton (and the Surrealists) to observe the latent 

Surreality of of the objective world. Thus, a previously unfulfilled experience of the world 

is brought forth, one that is more complete and totalitarian. Not realist and reasoned, but 
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Surrealist and intuitive. Much of Surrealism's activities are an attempt to account for this 

dualism - frottage, automatic writing, exquisite corpse and involuntary sculptures. 

Photographic reproductions, coded from emanations of the real, are a perfect 

manifestation of this dual Surrealist disposition. Personal memories and the collective 

unconscious 'haunt' the image of reality and its representation. It is one available to us all. 

Indeed it is one we have all experienced. The commonplace appearance of the term 

surreal to describe uncanny experiences testifies to this. Yet at the same time, Surreality is 

infinitely richer. Nonetheless, Surrealism represents, at the very least, marked shift in 

visuality and the way reality would henceforth be considered. Its emergence, relative to 

psychoanalysis, is the mapping of a new psychical 'vague' terrain which became 

increasingly prevalent in 1920's visual culture. Walker states that: "The Surrealist 

engagement with the street often had an important political undertow."30 This can be 

observed in the sites photographically documented in Nacjja, all of which, as discussed, 

were important sites of revolution and in their engagement with the Zone. Much of this 

engagement was motivated by a desire to (as Walker notes) "reveal connections and 

meanings normally obscured or overlooked"31 . This reveals an often considered 

connection to the flaneur, in turn evoking the persona of the photographer. Indeed, 

Walker reminds us again that we may consider the Surrealist activity: "not so much as 

creation but observation, and, whether they are watching the unravelling of their internal 

unconscious or the intricate patterning of the exterior world, what's important is that these 

observations achieve the status of objective document.ation."32 In the hands of the 

'impassioned observer' then, photography, through its mechanical function of representing 

the surface of modernity (in these cases the city some one hundred years apart) testifies to 

the continued revelation of political and artistic connections. This, coupled with thematic 

and connotative similarities, maintain a Surrealist quality to works which exist outside of 

the movement's historical rimeframe. This understanding of Surrealist photography 

points to a photographic Surrealism at large in photography's history. 
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We could consider Nadja to be a new form of realist novella. 'Surrealist Realism' is perhaps 

a more accurate description of it, and one I feel that reveals a more informative description 

of what Surrealism essentially is. It might be argued that, at its simplest, Surrealist 

aesthetics contain two variants. One, the most exploited and perhaps damaging to the 

Surrealist project, is fantastical, outlandish, improbable - surreal. The other, grounded in 

medical observation, mysterious facts, the surface of reality as observed by the gaze (and 

expressed through photography and writing) is realist in appearance but essentially 

derationalised - therefore Surrealist. 33 

There are a wealth of possibilities in the enforced richness of multi-dimensional 

subjectivities that the book Nac!Ja (which is not factual, yet not fiction, is not literature and 

at the same time not a novel)34 attempts to promote. If Surrealism as a movement revealed 

anything, it is certainly that the production of imagery (be it literary, photographic or 

otherwise) gains its greatest significance where a multi-subjective approach is utilised. One 

obvious example of this is in the surrealist game Exquisite Corpse35, which emphasises 

subjectivity in order to systematically reveal the breakdown in the traditional structure of 

language. In doing so, it subverts the standard realist framework of language, so that 

language and the order it imposes, its limiting structures, is thrown back upon itself. 

Language, like a haunting Breton, is subverted and liberated, free to explore a rationality 

that has been de-rationalised. Again this points to the dialectisation of realism and 

surrealism. I.e. the formal structure of language that imposes reason and in turn reason 

imposes, is negated via the game of exquisite corpse. Sewing machine meets umbrella and 

corpses drink new wine. But this dialectic does sadly not last long. The purpose of 

exquisite corpse is later negated due its own imposition of a new, informal structure which 

reveals the 'surrealism' of realism. To quote Breton in light of this: "What is admirable 

about the fantastic is that there is no longer anything fantastic, there is only the real."36 

More revealing of this factor is a direct translation of the original french statement << La 
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chose la plus admirable dans le fantastique, c'est que le fantastique 11 'existe pas. Il y a seulement le reel >> 

"The thing that is most admirable of the fantastic, is that the fantastic doesn't exist. There 

is only the real" (my translation). 

Despite the historical emergence of the word surrealism in 1917, the essence of Surrealism 

as a particular experience or manifestation of reality pre-dates this moment. If 

representations are the result of a subject-object relationship (in a Cartesian sense), then 

there exist examples of these in earlier forms. The Marquis de Sade and Comte de 

Lautreamont are two examples from literature that Breton himself admired. This 

admiration would also explain Breton's (and Surrealism's) fascination with the primitive and 

the ancient, from the alchemists to Greek mythology (the Minotaur being one obvious 

example) to African art. ·when the Surrealists first delved into the unconscious, what they 

found there was a distorted landscape, one that was both real and primal, and containing 

anxieties, desires, death and sex. The movement has received much attention in relation to 

the latter, particularly from North-American post-structuralists. By proportion, sex 

occupies no more importance than any other area of enquiry from within the movement 

itself. Within these we can observe not just 'modern' anxieties, but primitive ones lying at 

the core of our species-being. Indeed, it was for this reason that Breton, Bataille, and Peret 

were reverent of de Sade. 

Fig. 8. Artist unknown (possibly Chery) from:Juliette, the Marquis de Sade, circa 1800. 
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Throughout its official lifetime (1924 - 1969), 37 Surrealism often claims allegiance to the 

persecuted on an ideological Jevel,38 and aims is critical eye at those pillars of society who 

impose regimes of logic and moral values. One notable inclusion is the figure of 

Germaine Berton, whose portrait appeared as part of a montage in the very first issue of 

J.,a Revolution Sumalistes on the 1st of December 1924.39 For Breton and the Surrealists 

Donatien Alphonse Fran<_.:ois or the Marquis de Sade represents a particularly heroic figure. 

The Marquis de Sade spent some thirtytwo years incarcerated in various French prisons. In 

his lifetime, de Sade was an extreme anarchist, who explored and espoused base human 

drives (primal desires) particularly in relation to sexuality. Alphonse Franc;:ois was 

revolutionary in exploring the animus of the human subconscious, exposing human 

instincts as composed of primal drives that were a direct subversion of the period of the 

Enlightenment in which he lived. The above image 'from Juliette' (Fig. 8), is typical of the 

illustrations which accompanied the original publication in Justine.40 Aside from the 

obvious connections between de Sade and the Surrealists (anarchy, revolution, subversion 

and perversion), the anti-clerical stance shared by de Sade and the Surrealists is a 

particularly important connection. There is then a twofold thematic parity in Juliette and 

Surrealism. The image of Catholic monks engaged in sexually explicit activities with a 

woman is both an acknowledgement of base desires and an attack on Christian morality. 

In this regard, the image is indicative of the recurring themes in de Sade's Juliette and 

importantly; is related to Surrealism's own ideological and political position in relation to 

Christianity. Such images are thematically similar to much of Surrealism's darker 

photography concerned with sex. Particularly at a time when, in the name of God and 

nation, a whole generation of French civilians were sent to slaughter in the Somme and 

elsewhere, God on their side. The hypocrisy of a religiously guided 'civilised' modern 

humanity, infused with morality, was a major antagonist to the Surrealist agenda. Whether 

it be the defacement of the Mona Lisa or the celebration of de Sade, Surrealism is founded 

not only on subversion, anarchy and the derationalisation of the real, but on the 
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celebration of all that upholds these avant-garde values. The 'drunk' twenties, to which 

they are often referred, was the opportune decade for the emergence, or re-emergence, of 

Surrealist values. 

In Man Ray's Homage to DA.F. de Sade, 1933 (Fig. 9), there are obvious thematic similarities 

to those of Jrtliette above. In Homage to de Sade, a female bottom is photographed and an 

inverted cross surrounds the naturally occurring shape of the folds of the depicted flesh. 

The connotation is both a privileging and celebration of the female anatomy and, perhaps, 

an expression of the desire for anal intercourse, which here is enacted through the male 

gaze via visual penetration. Sexual 'perversion' is a further connotation, and the inverted 

cross is a defamation of both the female form and of Christian iconography. In 

celebrating flesh and sex, Man Ray implicates Christianity as unholy, reducing the gap 

between Christian holiness and sexuality, in a way which is akin to a visual pun. 

-

., 

Fig. 9. Man Ray, Homage DA.F de Sade, 1933. 
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In Juliette, a young woman - perhaps a nun - subtly and with arms outstretched, engages m 

fellatio and intercourse with four monks, in an act which echoes the shape of a cross. 

There are after all, four end points to the cross, as Man Ray's image (fig. 9) depicts, while 

also rendering the cross as a phallus. 

This comparison makes clear that the thematics in Juliette are a congruence of Man Ray's 

homage. The making of the image, on Man Ray's part - the act of making - is central to the 

politics of the image, and aligned with Surrealist concerns. The ideologies of moral 

perversion, the defacement of the church and of Christian irony, were particularly 

appealing to the Surrealists, given the social and moral climate of the time. If Man Ray's 

image is Surrealist in form and connotation (made via Surreal action), then what the 

Surrealists clearly observed in de Sade was a peer anti-Christian philosophy. Ideologically, 

de Sade can be regarded as not just a pre-cursor to the Surrealists, but as someone whose 

work and actions are Surrealist. In the first Manifesto, Breton wrote: "Sade is Surrealist in 

sadism".41 This statement is one of twenty which claim Surrealist tendencies in a plethora 

of pre-Surrealist literary figures. Given this fact, and given the sensibility to lived 

experience outlined in Nacjja, it is evident that while Surrealism exists as an historical 

moment in Modernism, it is beyond historical limitation. Surrealism acknowledges the 

primitive elements of modern man before the face of modernity and seeks to unite these 

through Surrealist action and awareness, in representations. In the Second Manifesto, Breton 

states that "More than anything else, Surrealism attempted to provoke, from the 

intellectual and moral point of view, an attack on conscience, of the most general and serious 

kind."42(italics in original). (Think not needed. Only needed if 'Italics mine'?) While this 

attack was varied, there were a number of recurring points of assault. Bate observes: "The 

Surrealists offered a critique of bourgeois sexual relations, masculinity and femininity, 

institutional treatment of the ill, social prejudices and religious bigotry."43 These 

tendencies are central to Surrealist ideology and were expressed through its objects and 
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actions, which to a large extent define the movement and set it apart from others. Bate 

later adds: "The important point here is that surrealism developed and changed with the 

events in its time, it was a movement, so any framing of Surrealism must recognise these 

shifts.'* If we go beyond recognition and enter the domain of hypothesis, it is clear that 

as a movement, Surrealism is inherently progressive, as Bate's statement declares. Like 

any movement, Surrealism will evolve and shift across the historical stratum. However, if 

it can be assimilated into modern advertising techniques, then in the wake of it's emergence 

and radicalism, Surrealism exists in sites which extend beyond the traditional confines of 

Surrealist Photography, and evidence a photographic Surrealism at large in historicity. 

Fig. 10. Andres Serrano, Pirs Christ, 1987. 
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In 1987, photographer Andres Serrano produced 'Piu Christ' (fig. 10), a colour photograph 

taken of a crucifix submerged in the artists urine. Despite winning a bursary from the US 

Government which enabled Serrano to produce a series of works in this vein, Piss Christ 

was subjected to a large degree of controversy. The attainment of this bursary can be 

considered as an integral part of the transgressive gesture. In 1989 it caused outrage from 

governmental officials in the USA, Europe and Australia. As recently as April 2011, 

coincidentally in Avignon, France, 'Piss Christ: along with other works by Serrano, were 

vandalised while on display. The image continues to be a case in point for arguments 

centered around artistic freedom and moral values, and attracts condemnation and outrage 

to this day. It prompted discussion on institutional, religious and Governmental levels. But 

surely provocation and the questioning of moral standards, exercised through photography, 

this was the intention here. It is difficult, with this particular photograph, to locate the 

root of such reaction. Primarily, it is the act which has talcen place before the mechanical 

production of the image that causes adverse societal reaction. This is all the more 

subversive considering that the artists urine, lit from behind, produces a golden glow that is 

a common signifier of Christian iconography throughout previous centuries. Can the 

placement of the iconic object (crucifix) within the waste bodily fluids of the artist be 

considered a Surrealist act of provocation or of Convulsive Beauty? The title gives weight 

to this action, which is one of disavowal and anarchy, despite perhaps being an expected 

conventional form of transgressive gesture. I'm sure Benjamin Peret, who was fond of 

insulting priests, would admire such a gesture, and enjoy the reaction that 'Piss Christ' 

received. It is tempting to look at Serrano's act as a Surrealist gesture. Given that the 

photograph acts as evidence of a past event, Piss Christ testifies to the transgressive gesture 

which preceded it and that it documents, and stands as a site of revolt. Louis Aragon, in 

Declaration ef the Bureau of Surrealist Research, wrote: 'We are specialists in Revolt. There are 

no means of action that we are not capable, when necessary, of employing."45 As earlier 

discussed, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what it is that constitutes Surrealism. By its very 
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nature, Surrealism resists definition. While this is problematic, it is also a characteristic of 

Surrealism that must be embraced. The Surrealist act, the Surrealist photograph-as

evidence, and the photograph as a site of provocation, combine in Serrano's Pis, Christ. A 

drawing or painting would not arouse such a degree of consternation, as they lack the 

mechanically reproduced referent. It is really a real crucifix, in real piss. At this point the 

viscerali ty and physicality of the crucifix and the body converge. Anti-Christian values and 

a forced questioning of moral response to bodily fluids, amongst other things, are 

common themes in Surrealism, as is the role of the photograph to evidence past events 

and action. I contend that Andres Serrano's Piss Christ is an example of Photographic 

Surrealism, which is manifest outside of the linearity of the movement's historical lifetime. 

Again, photography would serve as the quintessential frame through which Surrealist vision 

and action could be realised and unified. This is partly due to the veracity of photography, 

and lies also within the sensibility of the artist. Surrealism is a composite of the real, and 

as such it can be located within the pho tograph. In such instances it can be determined as 

a collection of the effacement of modernity and political and social values. Predominantly, 

whether or not a photograph can or cannot be regarded as Surrealist lies in the signifying 

effect of the image, and in these cases - figs. 8, 9, 10, collectively - one that is ideologically 

transgressive. 

In this chapter we have looked at Andre Breton's artistic sensibility in relation to the 

surface of the real and the ways in which it is constituted by a particular treatment of reality 

and representation. Furthermore, Surrealist photography is imbued with the capacity to 

recreate Surrealist experience in the domain of the viewer, maintaining the manifestation of 

the Marvelous in the viewing subject. Surrealism is thus an experience of reality, a 

particular engagement with it, which allows its realisation, and although it is undeniable, it 

remains metaphysical - a psychic force. Surrealism is also the denial and subversion of 
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dominant ideological regimes, which posits Surrealism as an counter-hegemonic ideology. 

Therefore Surrealism, having been founded in 1924 with the publication of the first 

Manifesto, owes its existence to forces which not only predate its inception, but maintain 

and preserve it beyond the linearity of the Modernist epoch. It claims kinship to 

mysticism, the Id, our subconscious, and still with material reality. Surrealism as a 

movement is the awakening of the embers of artistic and social illumination. It resists and 

welcomes analysis, which points to its dialectical nature and affiliation to historical 

materialism. Surrealism can also be considered as a temporal experience which occurs 

through vision, and is the result of a signifying effect of the surface of the real itself, of 

the face of modernity appropriated through subjective experience and the photograph, 

intentionally by the artist or otherwise. Photography, through its mimetic function, 

presents the viewing subject with the means to represent is or to create it pictorially, from 

scratch. Apollinaire coined the term, Breton coveted it. Yet Apollinaire had only brought 

to the surface a dormant part of our internal geography which can be mapped through the 

use of the camera and the photograph. At this juncture, the following chapter will discuss 

the role of photography in exemplifying Surrealist praxis and further consider the 

relationships between reality and Surrealism, particularly what we may call the visualisation 

of the invisible. As we shall see, the role of the apparatus of the camera has a central part 

to play in this activity under the standard of Surrealism. 
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Chapter Two 

Automatic Writing and Mechanical Reproduction. 

"The Surrealist atmosphere created f:y automatic writing, 1vhich 

I have 1vanted to put wi.thin the reach of everyone, is esperial!J 

conducive to the produdion of the most beautiful images. " 1 

- Andre Breton 
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If, as is often claimed, the medium of photography and the movement of Surrealism are 

intertwined - historically, conceptually, and artistically - then to discuss 'photography' with 

'surrealism' is to acknowledge from the onset a critically fermenting interdisciplinarity. 

'Photography and surrealism' is now a discourse of study of its own, where the set of 

relations governing this discourse are an ever-expanding and shifting terrain of critical 

focus. It is for this reason, (the acknowledgment of an established association and the 

factors attached), so a thesis concerned with 'the unnatural coupling of photography and 

Surrealism' has avoided a discipline-specific, detailed critique of such a dualism in the 

opening chapter. Indeed, the first question that might be considered relates to the politics 

of a terminology of this connection. Surrealist photography suggests a relationship and 

critical approach that might unfold between these two 'magnetic' fields, than the critical 

approach evoked by Photographic Surrealism. 2 What are the politics of a Photography and 

Surrealism and a Photography ef Surrealism? Through the writing that follows, I hope to 

shed light on this question. The many ways in which Surrealism has utilised and intervened 

in the production and subsequent treatment of the photographic image, offers a richness 

and depth to the relationship of Surrealism and Photography. As we shall see, this 

relationship is partly hinged upon the mechanical nature of the apparatus, but also on the 

capacity of photographs to reference what is beyond the surface of the photographic 

image. This latter area of enquiry was opened in the previous chapter. Here, I will attempt 

to take this further, by focusing on 'Photography and the Invisible'. At its most basic, the 

Surrealist quotient of photography is predicated on the indexical quality of the 

photographic sign, the automatic nature of the machine in the production of images and in 

the rhetoric of the produced meaning. The most suitable way to do this is to first highlight 

some of the issues which lie at the heart of this semantic question. 3 

One of the first passages I encountered early in my interest in photography and Surrealism 

is contained in Susan Son tag's On Pbotograpf?y. 4 Having initially accepted the premises 
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outlined by Sontag concerning the coercion of Surrealism in Photography, I now reject, for 

the most part, these sentiments. While there are interesting factors to consider as the result 

of the implications of this writing, it conflates our understanding of Surrealism with the 

commonplace use of the term surreal. This is problematic; such a misappropriation often 

occurs when the word surreal is used in its everyday manner, as opposed to the Surreal as a 

theoretical field in the visual culture of modernism. This alone is symptomatic of the 

success of the movement's failure. The overriding predilection of Sontag's perspective is 

that photography is 'surreal' by virtue of its surface appearance - its veracity and 

versimilitude - and that photography is "the only art that is natively surreal."5 After all, 

Sontag asks, "What could be more surreal than an object which virtually produces itself, 

and with a minimum of effort?''6 This may be a good question, but if we assume that, in 

1839, Daguerre became the first practicing Surrealist - a producer of automatic writing 

witl1 light - then we are mistaken. "The earliest surreal photographs come from the 1850's" 

Sontag contends, "when photographers first went out prowling the streets of London, 

Paris and New York looking for their unposed slice of life."7 Here we can observe the 

emergence of a key problem associated with Photographic Surrealism. Sontag's mistake is 

to use tl1e term 'surreal' as a synonym for her own, unsettling response to the images she 

had in mind. 8 Thus, the term 'surreal' is divorced from its critical and theoretical meaning. 

As a result, the common linguistic use of the term 'surreal' problematises our 

understanding of what is in fact la Surrealisme. This misappropriation has plagued our 

modern understanding of Surrealism as fundamentally as the assimilation of Surrealist 

iconography into modern day advertising. rThe Surreal as avant-garde becomes the surreal 

in vogue, which in turn becomes surrealist kitsch. 

The problem discussed above, caused by the appropriation of the word 'surreal' into 

everyday speech, is also touched upon by Bate, who notes that an: 
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Understanding of Surrealism is further compromised by the fact that a common-sense 
notion of surrealism as 'surreal', meaning something strange, bizarre or incomprehensibie, 
is already a familiar term in everyday language. The notion of the surreal is doubly a 
problem in that it is itself an obstacle to understanding historical surrealism as a movement 
because that popular sense of 'surreal' itself is a non-explanation of an experience.9 

The compromise to which Bate refers and Sontag resorts is also symptomatic of a 

generalised understanding of surrealist photography/photographic Surrealism, for the 

problems that the 'surreal' as an adjective causes can likewise be observed in some studies 

of the photographic images produced by the Surrealist movement. 

Surrealist photography can be identified as an icon, where certain styles and thematics of 

surrealist photography have come to epitomise surrealist photography on the whole. Again 

this is highly reductive and limits not only an understanding of what surrealist photography 

may offer but also the forms that a photographic surrealism may take.10 This tendency can 

also be observed as a result of museumisation, where historicism attempts to 

compartmentalise Surrealism and other movements into neatly packaged exhibitions for 

public consumption that are easily digestible. Such activity further compounds a 

shortening of Surrealism's most intricate theories and the richness of its varied imagery.11 

Quite simply, there is no singular Surrealist photography, nor can it be located in any one 

genre, style or historical context. This is something which is only recently beginning to be 

accepted and shapes the course of study that Surrealism and Photography has recently 

been (and I hope, in future will be) subjected to. 

On the concentration of any one visual style or type of representation in the movement, 

Martin Jay has noted that in considering Surrealism: "the visual results cannot be assumed 

to correspond with or merely exemplify their avowed purposes. To pretend to have located 

a monolithic Surrealist attitude towards the visual would indeed be foolish."12 Breton 

himself declared: "Surrealism's confidence cannot be well or ill placed for the simple 
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reason that it is not placed."13 Surrealism has no aesthetic style and is not limited to any 

one form of media. Nor can it be said to belong to a limited timeframe or epoch, as was 

reviewed in the previous chapter. It exists in all manners of ways, can be identified in any 

given epoch, and is testimony to the mystery of the world and the human vessel that 

inhabits it. There are a number of well known Surrealist techniques; involuntary sculpture, 

exquisite corpse, automatism and frottage. Like the 'index and construct' dualism of 

Surrealist photography to which Walker refers, 14 these activities rely either on an indexical 

relationship to the objects which they represent or have no index in the world of objects, 

becoming then metaphysical imagery. Photography is perhaps unique in being the mode 

of representation which embodies these core attributes ontologically which is one reason 

why the Surrealists clearly relied heavily on the use of the photographic image in their 

practices. 

As a direct result of the temporal experience of existence, namely life, human beings have 

sought to represent not only the real, thereby turning reality into signs, but also their 

impressions of it, uncanny or otherwise. These representations are the result of two acts -

the act of representing (art and indeed any form of documentary practice) and the 

necessity of experiencing. Surreality and surrealism exist simultaneously in both these sites, 

as do realism and reality. Again, Svankmajer's previously cited dictum that 'surrealism 

exists in reality, not besides it' holds true. Could it be for this reason that photography, 

more than any other medium, appears to embody a surrealist sensibility of experience, 

containing not only what is visible but what lies beyond the faculty of the eye, promoting 

mental imagery and visualisation? 

An oft recounted phrase from Breton's writings - ''Automatic Writing is a veritable 

photography of thought"15 testifies to two things. First, that despite the proliferation of 

photographic imagery in the periodicals, novels and exhibitions of Surrealism, there is 
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scant writing on photography by the Surrealists themselves. Secondly, that in relation to 

automatism - the process of allowing 'unreasoned' representations to manifest on the part 

of the 'artist' - photography was perhaps regarded by Breton as an essential means of 

extracting meaning in the form of imagery, of metapf[ysical realities. Throughout Breton's 

writings, photography is suggested rather than implicated. This is one of the great paradoxes 

of Surrealism. Surrealism implicated photography as a primary means of manifesting its 

various tendencies16 and yet for the most part failed to imbue its writings with any 

conspicuous commentary on the medium. Sadly, unlike Surrealism and Painting, there exists 

no significant essay by Breton that is concerned with Surrealism and Photography, despite 

the amount of texts he himself produced.17 Nonetheless, Surrealism and Painting is 

concerned with representation per se, as opposed to any medium specificity. 

In The First Manifesto Breton announces the discovery of automatic writing. As he 

continues his description of the qualities of this process, shortly after defming Surrealism, 

Breton establishes a surrealist perspective to this mode of expression. Andre Breton and 

Philippe Soupault had become automatists, and they sought to clarify the implications of 

this. So begins the first 'intuitive' phase of Surrealism, and naturally the writings evoke 

both automatism and at the same time photography. As automatists, Breton and Soupault 

have become, in Breton's mind: "Simple receptacles of so many echoes, modest recording 

instruments who are not mesmerised by the drawings we are making."18 Interestingly, tl1e 

italics here are Breton's, and it is all the more revealing that he sought to emphasise these 

two words. Automatic writing, as Breton and Soupault envisaged somewhat naively, was 

the unreasoned representation of an internal, psychical reality. In this process the contents 

of everyday experience that are implanted on the mind are brought by writing to the 

surface. The texts which appear as a result of this realisation are, in Freudian terms, 

manifestations of the Id, or the visualisation (through the imagery of texts) of an invisible 

reality within the mind. It is in this way that the individual becomes a 'modest recording 
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instrument' in line with the above quote by Breton. As the language of the unconscious 

(for Lacan) was visual, the mind is the site where the juxtaposition of experiences takes 

place. The artist becomes the medium, in a similar way (as we shall see later) to the spirit 

medium of nineteenth century occultism. Not 'being mesmerised' also allows a 

detachment, isolating the gaze of the artist from the 'representation' being made, which in 

turn facilitates, indeed privileges, the experiential (or lived) role of the artist in the work -

Surrealist action. The result is that associations and connections that would otherwise have 

remained separate and logically ordered are thrust upon each other like 'the unnatural 

coupling of an umbrella and a sewing machine on the dissecting table' .19 Photography also 

facilitates this process, both through its veracity and as a machine that produces imagery 

indiscriminately. Juxtaposition and the re-contextualisation of found photographs are a 

common endeavor in Surrealist art practices. 

One problem with automatism is that reason cannot be fully cast off;this is also true of the 

camera, where composition, lighting, and so on, must be considered. This also applies to 

automatic writing where a typewriter is used, or indeed a pen. There is always a tool and a 

sense of tactility to its use during forms of automatism. Although Breton referred to the 

camera as a 'blind instrument' and favoured its mechanical reproductive function, to 

suggest that photographs are unreasoned is foolish. The Surrealists clearly admired the 

automatic quality given to photography by the camera. The below image, 'P' (from the 

Complete Surrealist Dictionary) - fig. 11, is an example of the attitude to photography that 

the Surrealists possessed as a core of their collective visual sensibility. 

'P' is an x-ray photograph of what appears to be a bird, and the text underneath translates 

as 'Integral photography and one hundred per cent automatic' (my translation). From the 

caption alone it is apparent that it is photography's indexical and mimetic capacity that 

holds the key to its value as a form of representation for the Surrealists, but 
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p hotogl'aphie imcgrak Cl ( Ill pour call 
auco111aciq11t 

Fig. 11. Man Ray, from The Complete Suma/ist Dictionary, circa 1930. 

also in its ability to reveal nature in a new way, to redefine and reconstitute the real. Here, 

the x-ray as a photographic process, scientifically renders the world both visible and 

quantifiable, while still magical and invisible or uncanny. The revelation of the internal 

biological matter of the bird is also a reaffirmation of its latent invisibility. In short, 

photography takes what is beyond observation, beyond the faculty of the eye, and renders 

it visible, while simultaneously underlining the invisible nature of the object in the real. 

What is at play here is the visualisation of a reality beyond vision - an internal state is 

externalised - and rendered as simultaneously visible and invisible. It is the photographic 

medium that allows this subversion to take place. Indeed is this not, generally speaking, 
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the case with photographs at the site of exchange? As was discussed in chapter one, the 

photographs of Atget and Boiffard were particularly rich in containing something which 

the Surrealists and Benjamin could observe but was not denoted, in effect problematising 

the faculty of the eye - exposing its limitations at the same time as thoe of representations. 

In Communicating VesseLr, Breton discusses his views on materialism and exterior reality in 

contrast to a Surrealist visuality. Breton notes: "The visible but subtle 'cement' uniting real 

objects, to the exclusion of all others, must be considered as real. It is an objective part of 

the exterior world, the reflection that man has of it being habit, and it alone presides, for 

this world, over the so-called mystery of its non-effacement."20 It is dear from this that 

Surrealism is ultimately concerned with the question of latency. In this respect:, the 

photograph acts as a means for the effacement of the invisible forces of modernity and 

the 'interior model'. 

To clarify; Surrealism is the latent reality that exists within the real. It relies only on what 

exists already and it uses this to create new relationships that would otherwise be beyond 

reach. This dualistic component of reality (invisible and visible) is an important signifier of 

the crisis of vision, which culminates as a result of modernity in the early twentieth 

century. Like 'P' (fig. 11), one of the cultural effects of Surrealism resulted in a "collapse 

of the given"21 as a result not only of modernity but also of the Surrealist's examination 

and redefinition of the object. Of course photography had a defining role to play in this 

crisis of the object. Indeed, we might consider this as a dialectical component of realism, 

in particular with relation to expanding or redefined fields of knowledge. As a visuality, 

Like science, Surrealism plays a defining role in the evolution of the expansion of 

knowledge, and redefinition of the relationships of objects - the field of the visible. These 

are, to use Breton's title, magnetic fields. Central to this is the relationship o f the human 

vessel to reality, as observed in chapter one. Surrealism is the latent content of reality, 
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which awaits recognition. In Vision in Context: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Sight, 

Martin Jay highlights a critique that is previously outlined by Gillian Beer. Jay observes 

that: 

Gillian Beer's discussion on the late nineteenth century discourse on visuality, shifts 
attention away from viewing subjects, visual fields and the objects on view to the more 
general dialectic of visibility and invisibility. She argues that invisibility in particular 
becomes a contested territory between scientists and spiritualists, who were troubled by its 
implications for knowledge and beli.ef.22 

Of course the ocularcentrism of modernity - in particular the role of the camera in this 

visual discourse - was central to the simultaneous splitting and assimilation of the 

components of the visible/invisible dialectic. Many causes and effects of tl1is could be 

outlined, but Luis Bufiuel's infamous 'splittng of the eye' in Un Chien Andalou is an accurate 

example of this expression. Spiritistic photographs from the nineteenth century are 

another good example of this increasing tension between visibility and invisibility, as are 

the many scientific enquiries (microscopy to name one) which forced a redefinition of the 

physical (and psychical) content of the real. Similarly, at the height of Modernism, 

Surrealism would come to act as a site of exchange this contestation of the psychical and 

physical, with the camera an ideal apparatus through which to examine such a shift in the 

visual dyad. To return to 'P'; this example typifies the role of photography in this 

'visualisation of the invisible'. Furthermore, the emergence of Surrealism is symptomatic 

of the increasing prevalence of concern in this field of awareness. This would explain to 

some degreeSurrealism's interest in mediumship, spiritualism, (which also pre-date the 

movement) and science. As photography in the nineteenth century became the site of 

contestation for debates on realisms and realities beyond itself, it is no surprise that 

Surrealism also adopted this critical field as its own. Surrealism uses photography in part 

to justify itself. Surrealism and photography are means through which to question reality 

and thus question ideological regimes and the solidity of the natural generally. I would 
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therefore argue that the term 'surreal' has become a common adjective for moments of 

experience where reality appears to conflate as an 'uncanny' experience. 

Photography is (was) ideally placed to take a participatory role in this crisis through its 

social modality. Frequently flirting between scientific and documentary or evidential 

aesthetics and unconscious, irrational themes, Surrealism, like photography, can be 

regarded as the cultural testimony of the crisis of the inmsible. Once again, Nadja is a 

perfect example of the embodiment of these tensions between the visible and the invisible, 

which itself affirms the Surreal as a dialectical component of reality. The externalisation of 

latent realities (Surrealism) is also evident in the process of automatic writing, as an 

expression of the unconscious. Previously I discussed the fallacy of a claim to unreasoned 

automatism in photography. Now, I wish to examine this claim more closely. 

And so, to automatic expression, or automatism, and a seldom reproduced example of 

Surrealist Photography. Autoportraits dans une photomaton, below, (fig. 12.) arc two examples 

of photo-booth strips containing portraits of Surrealists. From left to right these are 

Marie-Berthe-Aurenche, and in the second Jean Aurenche, Marie Berthe-Aurenche and 

Max Ernst. 

In the photo-booth, the role of the photographer is reduced to placing a coin in a slot; the 

machine exposes the film based on a mechanical sequence. It is the ultimate 'blind 

instrument' and operates as machines do - without reason. Initially, we may problematise 

the conception that photography cannot escape rationalisation (through decisions to crop, 

compose, light etc.). In the photo-booth, such decisions are not possible. While the 

participant in the photograph 'directs' their own body, the usual considerations we might 

associate with the act of taking photographs are posited as the machine's mechanical 

process - a modest recording device, to recount Breton's phrase. One effect of this is the 
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