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Introduction Catalysing Encounters

DOI: 10.4324/9781315572680-1

Moreover it called into question personality, talent, artistic property, and all sorts of other ideas that comforted the tranquil sensibility of cretinized brains. I wish to speak of that which one calls collage for purposes of simplicity, even though the use of glue is only one of the characteristics of this operation and not an essential characteristic. Without doubt this subject contains within something that frightens the spirits.

—Louis Aragon1

1 Louis Aragon, ‘La peinture au défi’ (preface to a catalogue for an exhibition of collages at the Galerie Goemans in Paris, March 1930), in Les collages (Paris: Hermann, 1965 [1980]), n.p.


Si ce sont les plumes qui font le plumage, ce n’est pas la colle qui fait le collage.

—Max Ernst2

2 ‘If these are the feathers that make the plumage, it is not the glue that makes the collage’. Max Ernst, ‘Au-delà de la peinture’ (1936), Écritures (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 256.


What collage achieves, then, is a metalanguage of the visual. It can talk about space without employing it; it can figure the figure through the constant superimposition of grounds; it can speak in terms of light and shade through the subterfuge of a written text … As a system, collage inaugurates a play of differences which is both about and sustained by an absent origin.

—Rosalind Krauss3

3 Rosalind Krauss, ‘In the Name of Picasso’, October 16 (1981): 20.



Collage: Approaching a Definition

The invention of collage as we know it today is attributed to Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, but the poet Guillaume Apollinaire is responsible for its name, which derives from the French word coller, meaning to paste. From its inception in the twentieth century, then, collage evolved as a plastic process with strong poetic associations, an expansive alliance which, in and of itself, asserts its non-exclusivity. As the diversity of collage works from Picasso’s Still Life with Chair Caning (Figure I.1) to Ezra Pound’s Cantos to The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band indicates, collage was embraced, broadened in scope, and adapted by a range of artists, writers, and musicians, whose work helped to dismantle the barriers between their disciplines. In spite of this, dictionary definitions of collage tend to be reductive; invariably they specify the act of gluing or pasting, but allude to little else. The Oxford English Dictionary, for example, defines collage as ‘an abstract form of art in which photographs, pieces of paper, newspaper cuttings, string, etc., are placed in juxtaposition and glued to the pictorial surface’. Cambridge Dictionaries Online classifies it as ‘a picture in which various materials or objects, for example paper, cloth or photographs, are stuck onto a larger surface’, and The Chambers Dictionary terms it ‘a picture made up from scraps of paper and other odds and ends pasted up’.4
[image: ]Fig. I.1 Pablo Picasso. Still Life with Chair Caning, 1912. Oil, oilcloth, and pasted paper. © Succession Picasso/DACS, London 2013.
4 http://www.oed.com [Accessed 4 October 2011]; http://dictionary.cambridge.org [Accessed 4 October 2011]; The Chambers Dictionary (Edinburgh: Chambers, 1999).

But, as Marjorie Perloff reminds us, ‘the process of pasting is only the beginning of collage’.5 The Surrealist writer Louis Aragon noted in La peinture au défi, the preface to a catalogue for an exhibition of collages at the Galerie Goemans in Paris, March 1930 (quoted above), that ‘glue is only one of the characteristics’ of collage, and indeed, as the great collagist Max Ernst was also at pains to assert, glue alone does not a collage make. Brandon Taylor points out that, idiomatically, just as in English, the word coller can refer to students ‘absorbed (collés) in their books’, dogs with ‘their noses collés à la voie or “stuck to the path”’, to a couple living ‘in sin’ and, when prefixed with the word papier, to wallpaper.6 There is a conspicuous definitive wilderness between the correct but unsophisticated cut-and-paste delineation that the dictionaries provide and, for example, the critic Daniel Belgrad’s dense, all-encompassing description of collage as ‘the combined intellectual, emotional, and physical engagement of the body-mind with its environment’, or the Futurist artist Carlo Carrà’s notion of the practice as an ‘intuitive self-definition of the artist among objects’.7 In order to understand the significance of collage in the twentieth century, on both sides of the Atlantic and across the disciplines, and its relevance to the work of Joseph Cornell, William Burroughs, Frank O’Hara, and Bob Dylan, it is necessary to approach this wilderness and comprehensively address the history, theory, and practice of collage. In so doing, a new, broader, and more flexible definition can be reached, encompassing the workings of collage across the disciplines, navigating a path through plastic art, prose, and poetry, and exploring collage’s viability as both a physical practice and a theoretical principle. Collage is about sticking string and scraps of ephemera to paper. It is also about an intellectual and emotional relationship with a given aesthetic environment. The fundamental difference between these two definitions is that the former limits itself strictly to technique and the practical act of making a collage, whilst the latter is more overtly concerned with the less easily defined concept of collage. In order to understand and evaluate an art form that has ‘extended to involve and illumine a large number of seemingly discrete territories’8 and that has been reliably termed the twentieth century’s ‘single most revolutionary formal innovation in artistic representation’,9 this book will concern itself with both the technical and the conceptual aspects of collage, arguing that its basic principle (operating with or without glue) is the experimentation with and the linking of disparate phenomena: democratically, arbitrarily, and even unintentionally.

5 Marjorie Perloff, ‘The Invention of Collage’, in Collage, ed. Jeanine Parisier Plottel (New York: New York Literary Forum, 1983), 6.

6 Brandon Taylor, Collage: The Making of Modern Art (London and New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004), 8.

7 Daniel Belgrad, The Culture of Spontaneity: Improvisation and the Arts in Postwar America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 135. Carlo Carrà quoted in Christine Poggi, In Defiance of Painting: Cubism, Futurism and the Invention of Collage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 185–6.

8 Bert Leefmans, ‘Das Unbild: A Metaphysics of Collage’, in Collage, ed. Plottel, 196.

9 Gregory Ulmer, ‘The Object of Post-Criticism’, in Collage: Critical Views, ed. Katherine Hoffman (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1989), 384.

Collage is about encounters. It is about bringing ideas into conversation with one another. Its advent in the twentieth century brought about the deconstruction of old barriers between language and art, with the use of pasted letters in paintings giving rise ‘to poetic associations which mere spots of colour [could] not evoke’,10 to quote the French writer and art collector Christian Zervos. This in turn brought about the dissolution of perceived impediments between art and life, demanding that the viewer, reader, or listener increasingly play their own role in the landscape of a work of art or literature, simultaneously experiencing what Daniel Kane calls the ‘provocative joys of juxtaposition and mysteriousness’, whilst also contemplating what it is that ‘constitutes authority, identity, voice, originality, sincerity, and art’.11 By incorporating into art and literature signs that more closely resembled actual things, collage developed as a sort of intercultural language, offering a range of possible associations between text and image. Its name’s origin is deceptively simple, even contentious, given that it so readily spans the disciplines. Collage has been described variously as ‘the growth of the surface towards us in real space’; as ‘the sensation of physically operating on the world’; and as an ‘intuitive self-definition of the artist among objects’.12 It is multi-dimensional and interdisciplinary: artistic systems of order, upon whose assumed absence the collage aesthetic is founded, are replaced by what Martyn Chalk denotes as ‘some intuitive grasp of how the world might be put together’.13 The act of decoding subsequently required from the viewer or reader constitutes an intellectual and emotional challenge whose rules of engagement necessitate not necessarily the discovery of any specific message, but, rather, the gradual discernment that each artwork, novel, poem, or song is uniquely and subjectively regulated by the viewers or readers themselves. The work of artists like Cornell, Burroughs, O’Hara, and Dylan was based primarily on emotion and intuition rather than didacticism or a desire to represent anything specifically – poetic rather than factual truth – and on the premise that the ‘highly personal magic’ that emanates from the artist’s chosen materials enables them, regardless of their separateness, to ‘have their effect on one another’.14 Collage not only ‘declares the continuity of realms’ – it also declares the contiguity of realms, and carries the ‘implications of a life beyond art’,15 without which the art in question could not exist. The context out of which the collage emerges is ultimately that from which it is made – hence the significance of New York City, to which all four were intimately connected – both in terms of being constructed in the reader’s or viewer’s imagination and, as Thomas Brockelman suggests, in ‘embody[ing] a kind of immediate presence beyond the necessity of representation’.16

10 Quoted in Herta Wescher, Collage, trans. Robert E. Wolf (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1978), 21.

11 Daniel Kane, What is Poetry: Conversations with the American Avant-Garde (New York: Teachers & Writers Collaborative, 2003), 12.

12 Kazimir Malevich, ‘Spatial Cubism’, in Essays on Art 1915–1933 (Vol. 2), ed. Troels Andersen (London: Rapp & Whiting, 1969), 60; Robert Motherwell, ‘Beyond the Aesthetic’, Design 47, no. 8 (April 1946): 3–89; Carrà, in Poggi, 185–6.

13 Chalk, Missing, Presumed Destroyed: Seven Reconstructions of Lost Works by V.E. Tatlin (Kingston upon Hull: Ferens Art Gallery, 1981), 9.

14 Wescher, 29 and 251.

15 David Rosand, ‘Paint, Paste and Plane’, in Collage, ed. Plottel, 128.

16 Brockelman, The Frame and the Mirror: On Collage and the Post Modern (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2001), 1.

By 1912, when collage began to evolve away from its roots in folk-art, the issue of representation in painting (and, indeed, the necessity of direct representation at all), was growing progressively more problematic. Representative art, by which I mean the figurative painting that had prevailed in Europe since the Renaissance, was proving to be increasingly inadequate for the purposes of a number of young European artists seeking to express the growing sense of unease and displacement that began to pervade Europe in the years prior to the First World War. Figurative painting on its own no longer seemed to have sufficient capacity for true expression, and shortly before the First World War, two young painters working together in France issued the sphere of serious art with a challenge. Their paintings had already started to break away from the strictures of representation that, they felt, had hitherto bound Western art, but in 1912 Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque began to paste objects onto the surfaces of their works, using physical fragments of their quotidian experience, such as newspaper articles and ticket stubs, to dismantle the time-honoured conception that a painting is a mere porthole through reality might be viewed. For Picasso and Braque, and for the collagists who would follow them, the role of art was to embody life, rather than just to document it.

Their endeavours were certainly provocative, but, as Jochen Schulte-Sasse points out, Picasso and Braque did not attempt them in order ‘to isolate themselves, but to reintegrate themselves and their art into life’.17 Clement Greenberg, the art critic who called collage ‘the most succinct and direct single clue to the aesthetic of genuinely modern art’,18 and whose serious and sustained efforts to theorize collage played a key role in establishing its importance in the development of twentieth-century art, suggests that the problem with painting was that it

17 Jochen Schulte-Sasse, foreword to Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), xxxvi.

18 Clement Greenberg, ‘Review of the Exhibition Collage’, in Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 2: Arrogant Purpose, 1945–1949, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 259.

had to spell out, rather than pretend to deny, the physical fact that it was flat, even though at the same time it had to overcome this proclaimed flatness as an aesthetic fact and continue to report nature.19

19 Greenberg, ‘Collage’, in Greenberg, Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), 71.


Coy and tentative in some respects, Picasso and Braque’s papiers-collés, or collages, as the art-form later became known, were less an attack on the institution of art itself than an attempt to show and to see things differently: to make art in a whole new way. Their use of collage, which stemmed from the combination of a desire to explore new methods of representation and a pervasive unease about the growing political instability in Europe, changed the way we view art by giving the individual viewer an essential and unique role as interpreter of the artwork. The subjectivity of the viewer rendered them part of the collage concept, a cornerstone in the operation of this ‘new communal art’,20 which offered alternative conditions of ownership and exegesis. Furthermore, because of the detached and non-hierarchical system by which everyday fragments were inserted into their paintings, the experience of looking could be reported democratically by any interpreter, regardless of their artistic background, educational training, or social standing.

20 Plottel, Preface to Collage, x.

This sense of the democracy of collage art was of great importance to Picasso and Braque, and to the movements in art and literature including Dada, Modernism, Surrealism, Futurism, Russian Constructivism, and Abstract Expressionism, which subsequently developed and diversified it. It was also, of course, a key element in the work of the four successors of Picasso’s act of provocation, with whom this study is concerned. Picasso, in particular, viewed himself, as Patricia Leighten has shown, very much as ‘an artist in society’. Leighten notes that over half of the newspaper clippings used by Picasso in his collages were not, as is frequently suggested,

arbitrary bits of printed matter, nor mere signs designating themselves, but reports and accounts, meticulously cut and pasted to preserve legibility, of the events that heralded the approach of World War I and the anarchist and socialist response to them.21

21 Patricia Leighten, ‘Picasso’s Collages and the Threat of War, 1912–13’, in Collage: Critical Views, ed. Hoffman, 122.


Collage, a ground-breaking new way of making art, tapped into Picasso’s heightening awareness that, as he later explained to Françoise Gilot, the ‘world was becoming very strange and not exactly reassuring’. Gilot reports that Picasso felt that by challenging the status quo – the chimera of perspective that hitherto had governed painting – he was provoking people into acknowledging and addressing this strangeness:

What strikes us most strongly in nature is the difference of textures: the texture of space, the texture of an object in that space – a tobacco wrapper, a porcelain vase – and beyond that the relation of form, colour, and volume to the question of texture. The purpose of the papier collé was to give the idea that different textures can enter the composition to become the reality in the painting that competes with the reality in nature. We tried to get rid of trompe-l’oeil to find trompe l’esprit. We didn’t any longer want to fool the eye; we wanted to fool the mind. The sheet of newspaper was never used in order to make a newspaper … It was never used literally but always as an element displaced from its habitual meaning into another meaning to produce a shock between the usual definition at the point of departure and its new definition at the point of arrival … This displaced object has entered a universe for which it was not made and where it retains, in a measure, its strangeness.22

22 Françoise Gilot and Carlton Lake, Life with Picasso (London: Nelson, 1964), 70.


Gilot’s report shows us that for Picasso the role of art was to ‘become’ reality, rather than merely recording it. Greenberg suggests that Picasso and Braque’s collages depict ‘a transfigured, almost abstract kind of literalness’.23 The shocks and the strangeness that the viewer experiences when viewing Picasso’s collages come from a sense of displacement or puzzlement engineered through the amputated reality of the ripped letters and incongruous items with which he disrupts his surfaces. It was not enough simply to paint the ripped letters and incongruous elements, as trompe l’oeil painters such as John Haberle had hitherto done, because, as Picasso says, the aim was to fool the mind (trompe l’esprit) instead. The transposed, juxtaposed fragments do more than just represent displacement and strangeness: they embody it, emphasising the existence somewhere else of the rest of the fragment, of its original context, either destroyed completely or carrying on, maimed in some way. This would not work with trompe l’oeil painting, in which most of the pleasure for the viewer lies in the understanding that they are being fooled, in knowing that the other half of the ticket stub or fragment of newspaper does not exist at all. By contrast, Picasso’s collages are often underpinned by a sort of present absence, with meaning derived from missing letters, from simulacra, and from sections of newspaper, often political responses to the events prefiguring the First World War, deliberately not featured.

23 Greenberg, ‘Collage’, 80.

The notion of this present absence (or ‘absent origin’, as suggested by Rosalind Krauss above), of figuring a figure that is never quite there, sustains the practice of collage in many ways, as I will show. It is important both in terms of acting as a catalyst for the making of collage art, and in enabling the collage practice to act as a catalyst for other forms of art and literature. The implication of the idea of the absent origin is that whilst the origin may be, or at least seem to be, absent, it nevertheless retains a significant bearing on the product, in the manner that an absent parent may retain unavoidable characteristic influence on their child’s personality or appearance. Furthermore, the absence of the origin is necessary, in that it facilitates or enables that from which it is absent, and reinforces the concept that the artist is avoiding direct representation of an object or idea, but that this object or idea exists nonetheless and is important in its unrepresentability. Picasso, Braque, and numerous other collagists insisted on including fragments of the real world within the necessarily artificial structures of their art, and by using collage were able to demonstrate that the real world could exist within their work without being wholly present. In the sense that all art derives from figurative representation, the absence of the figurative in collage is key, and is of course closely related to the subtlety, ellipses, and stories not told, which we associate with modernist art and literature. It was the perceived inadequacy of direct representation that sparked the aesthetic crisis among early twentieth-century European artists, which led to the subsequent questioning of figurative painting. This in turn enabled collage to flourish and to provide the first universal technical means for expressing the formal innovations, critical explorations, and new creative ideologies being investigated by a series of movements beginning with Cubism, and taking in Dada, Surrealism, Modernism, Futurism, and Constructivism, as well as Abstract Expressionism and Pop Art.

At its most basic yet arguably most significant level, the absent origin of collage is the physical act of pasting, which was gradually subordinated to a more conceptual, theoretical approach as the collage practice gained ascendancy during the first half of the twentieth century. In 1912, when collage was first propelled into the sphere of serious art, the use in painting of fragments plucked from the reality of the everyday world succeeded in undermining the power of traditional methods of representation. As the century progressed, however, the physical practices of collage, specifically the use of glue, went into decline, as artists turned increasingly toward photographic painting, printing, and digital media. When, in the late 1950s and 1960s, avant-garde writing and even music began to mimic visual collage in earnest, art seemed to turn away from it, and, to a degree, the practice began to return to its origins in folk-art. But artists such as Lee Krasner, Jess, Romare Bearden, Aleksandr Zossimov, Sarah Lucas, Star Black, Wangechi Mutu, and John Ashbery continued to use collage in their work, and the idea – or principle – of gluing and pasting persisted, regardless of whether the physical substance was present. It remains important because it came to represent the juncture of disparate objects and ideas, democratically, despotically, or by accident, enabling the collage practice to survive and flourish as a theoretical model operating across the disciplines as opposed to a simple practical act confined to the realm of plastic art.

For the four successors of Braque and Picasso’s act of provocation, of whom this book is a study – Joseph Cornell, William Burroughs, Frank O’Hara, and Bob Dylan – collage was important both for its practical qualities and its conceptual permissiveness. Each appropriated the techniques of collage for their own creative ends, and while none would claim to be exclusively a collage artist the practice was crucial to the creative development of each, acting as a mechanism or catalyst which enabled their best work to be produced. From our vantage point, decades on, it becomes clear that collage was in many ways the absent origin of their more prominent, non-collage creations, with the medium permeating and inflecting their bodies of work as a whole, whilst also remaining at a distance from them. Furthermore, collage for these four was both formative and cathartic – each used it to dissect their present and to explore the absent origins of their own writing or art. Daniel Kane suggests that ‘collage is both the exterior experience one has of the world and an interior choice one makes to determine and shape one’s relationship to that world’.24 This is very much the manner in which Cornell, Burroughs, O’Hara, and Dylan, all narrative archivists of their own lives, put collage to use in their work. Cornell began his artistic career by making collages after visiting a gallery in Manhattan, and although he became famous for his beautiful three-dimensional boxes, the collage practice informed and inspired his oeuvre, and allowed him to delve into and balletically thrash out his remarkable false nostalgia for the Victorian era, his fascination with the majesty of childhood, and his strange and stilted sexuality. Dylan used collage to effectively cast himself in the lead role at the centre of the counterculture whilst simultaneously navigating the pressures of being a valuable product in the new age of mass consumerism, speaking of the need to be ‘hip to communication’ and of his desire to create a ‘collage of experience’ for his listeners.25 The affably iconoclastic Frank O’Hara, writing under the looming shadow of tradition and literary orthodoxy, used collage to explore the intersections between the creative process and the creative product: in his early poems we see him exorcising his poetic predecessors and artistic contemporaries through his employment of collage, before using it to mediate between the disjointed, referential fragments that make up his body of work. In William Burroughs’s writing, much of which is extensively cut apart, absent origins are everywhere as he employs collage to enable his novels to repeatedly disintegrate, cave in on themselves, and cease abruptly only to begin again, allowing nothing to resolve. Burroughs’s use of collage was both an accident and an expedient. As a writer he found himself beset from the very start by severe organisational and motivational problems, relating both to his general character and to his heavy drug use, as well as by endemic commercial and editorial pressures, which made him feel, he said, as if he was being ‘sawed in half by indecisive fiends’.26 It is clear from his letters that the organising of manuscripts and the pressure of narrative continuity caused him such intense stress that it almost manifested itself physically. To a degree, he is himself the absent origin of his own work, his true personality concealed within the narrative lacunae of his manuscripts. Furthermore, the bizarre, aleatory, yet almost mathematically structured cut-up novels intimate a sense of antagonism or, at least, unease, toward the spontaneity, emotion, and naivety of other Beat writing, some aspects of which Burroughs could never have achieved, although he might have wanted to (Kerouac’s penning of On the Road in three weeks, for instance) and some (such as the more overtly spiritual aspects of Ginsberg’s writing) which he would not have wanted to, in accord as he was ‘with [T.S.] Eliot’s notion that the artist’s progress is measured by how well he transcends personality and private emotion’.27

24 Kane, What is Poetry, 12.

25 Dylan, interviewed by Paul J. Robbins, California, 1965. Originally printed in two parts in the Los Angeles Free Press, 17 and 24 September 1965 (see Artur, Every Mind Polluting Word, 114, http://content.yudu.com/Library/A1plqd/BobDylanEveryMindPol/resources/914.htm [Accessed 29 July 2013]).

26 William Burroughs to Allen Ginsberg, 22 April 1952 (Allen Ginsberg Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, Box 1, fol. 22).

27 John Tytell, Naked Angels: Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1976), 15.

The work of Cornell, Burroughs, O’Hara, and Dylan is strongly autobiographical but is rarely confessional, and their employment of collage was key in ensuring that this was the case. For these four, as it had been for their collagist predecessors, the use of collage enabled them to find a way of seeing things clearly, of presenting things differently, even deceptively, and of talking about something without having to mention it explicitly. Whether or not this involved psychedelic composite narratives, as in Dylan, literal acts of cut-and-paste, as in Cornell, the random juxtaposition of words and ideas to form a verbal collage, as in O’Hara, or all of the above, as in Burroughs (Naked Lunch being an almost accidental collage brought about partly by the writer’s inability to organise his narrative), we can see in the work of each a version of Krauss’s definition of the function of collage:

It can talk about space without employing it; it can figure the figure through the constant superimposition of grounds … As a system, collage inaugurates a play of differences which is both about and sustained by an absent origin.28

28 Krauss, 20.


Working in or intimately connected to New York, a city built on intersections and by immigrants, absent origins were naturally all pervasive. The sense of transience and urban displacement, present in all big cities but particularly in one as densely populous as New York, a city constantly on the move, actively permits this notion of the absent origin in the sense of fleeting, ‘now you see it, now you don’t’ occurrences. For these four artists, Americans with their gazes repeatedly turning toward Europe (yet another present absence), collage itself ultimately functioned as an important absent origin – its disruptive democracy reduced down to its component concepts, it was able to inform and inflect their work without necessarily being continuously present in it.


‘Understanding collage is the key': Tracing a History

The concept of collage itself is sustained by its own self-perpetuating layers of strata. The dictionary definitions with which this introduction began point out only its absent origin, which is not enough to altogether understand it. If we are to fully comprehend the ways in which, as Aragon asserted, ‘collage called into question personality, talent, artistic property, and all sorts of other ideas that comforted the tranquil sensibility of cretinized brains’, it is important to trace here in some detail the history, theory, and practice of collage, particularly in the light of two key assertions: one by Jochen Schulte-Sasse, that ‘understanding collage is the key to understanding the most important and radical developments of the historical avant-garde of the twentieth century’, and the other by Brandon Taylor, that collage ‘allows us to see that it is somewhere in the gulf between the bright optimism of the official world and its degraded material residue, that many of the exemplary, central experiences of modernity exist’.29

29 See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, xxxix; Taylor, 9.

Collage was a key tenet of modernist art, but, although its invention in the modern sense is widely credited to Picasso and Braque in 1912, embryonic collage techniques in fact emerged as early as 200 BC, concurrent with the invention of paper in China. Furthermore, as Eddie Wolfram observes,

the initial idea of making pictures by sticking together bits and pieces of random and miscellaneous bric-a-brac which might … stir the imagination to release hidden associations, heighten a written text or illustrate a narrative, is simple, and as shrouded in the genesis of man’s creative urge as is his impulse to dance and tell stories.30

30 Wolfram, The History of Collage (London: Studio Vista, 1975), 7.


Collage was used in twelfth-century Japanese calligraphic poems, in which poets began writing on torn and pasted sheets of coloured paper, and in the work of thirteenth-century Persian bookbinders, whose elaborate leatherwork comprised cut images and delicately stitched swathes of goatskin. It can been seen in heraldic coats of arms and sixteenth-century paper-cutting, in Mexican garments decorated in feathers brought back from the New World by explorers, in straw and corn kernel mosaics made by seventeenth-century European prisoners, in religious, butterfly-wing collages made by eighteenth-century European nuns, in early Valentine’s cards made at around the same time, and in religious folk-art from central Europe and Russia in which icons of saints were embellished with brocade and gemstones. As the nineteenth century progressed it brought about the first significant shift in collage production: the advent of mass mechanical production and print increasingly commodified newspapers, photographs, advertisements, and postage stamps, enabling scrapbooking to emerge as a popular pastime, and simultaneously rendering this embryonic form of the collage practice ‘a by-product of modernity’, rooted in ‘disposable culture’.31 In the nineteenth century collage-making was predominantly a popular, if unremarkable, leisure-time activity for women in upper-middle class European and American families, but it began to take on increasing, and varied, significance in other areas. Friedrich Froebel, the German educationalist and architect of the kindergarten, encouraged visual creativity in his young charges by using collage practices, a method further developed in the twentieth century by Maria Montessori.32 Victor Hugo, exiled to the island of Jersey, experimented with cut-out shapes which he glued onto sheets of paper and then painted over to create romantic landscapes. The Danish poet and storyteller Hans Christian Andersen made books by hand for his friends’ children and grandchildren, which featured collages and paper cuts; in 1874, the year before he died, he also beautifully embellished a folding screen, with what John and Joan Digby describe as a ‘vast montage of landscapes, buildings, historical portraits, miniature genre scenes, and imagery borrowed from the history of art’.33 The American still-life artist John Haberle incorporated trompe l’oeil into his works, with his 1890–1894 painting A Bachelor’s Drawer (Figure I.2) in particular anticipating the form that much twentieth-century collage art would take. Oscar Gustave Rejlander, a Swedish art photographer working in London, can probably be credited with making the first photomontage. The Two Ways of Life, a montaged combination of 32 negatives assembled to form a single image inspired by George Reynolds’ penny dreadful The Mysteries of London (1844–1848) and staged to look like Raphael’s Scuola di Atene (1509–1511), caused a stir when it was first exhibited in 1857, partly on account of its featured nudity but also because of its originality and Rejlander’s skill in producing it – only five copies were made, one of which was bought by Queen Victoria as a present for Prince Albert. The English photographer Henry Peach Robinson, who founded the Birmingham Photographic Society with Rejlander, also worked using combination printing, and the production of humorous or risqué picture-postcards, created by combining photographic images, was extensive by the start of the twentieth century.
[image: ]Fig. I.2 John Haberle. A Bachelor's Drawer, 1890–1894. Oil on canvas. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Henry R. Luce Gift, 1970. Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
31 John and Joan Digby, The Collage Handbook (London and New York: Thames & Hudson, 1985), 9.

32 See Wolfram, 9.

33 Digby, 9.

These instances of pre-collage are compelling, and although to date comparatively little is known or has been written about them, many are greatly significant both in their own right and collectively. But collage in the terms that we understand it today, and in the sense that twentieth-century artists, writers, and musicians used it, cannot be said to have really become collage until Picasso and Braque began using it,34 not just because they heralded it into the sphere of public art but because they were the first to recognise the conceptual dimensions of collage, as opposed to its purely practical elements. From circa 1912, more was required from the serious collagist than just practical skill and inventive technique: as Taylor notes, ‘even in the autumn of 1912 it was clear to some of those who visited Picasso’s studio that his goal lay beyond the mere rearrangement of surfaces and texts’.35 For the Japanese calligraphers, Persian bookbinders, and nineteenth-century educators, collage was predominantly a useful method of making something pretty or interesting or useful to look at or interact with, but for Picasso and Braque, and the artists and writers who subsequently developed and diversified it, it was a means of subverting established ways of making art. Beginning with the appearance of ticket stubs and pieces of rope in the work of established painters, collage expanded to incorporate such diverse work as the avant-garde poet Tristan Tzara publicly writing poetry by pulling words quite literally out of a hat, the Austrian artist Raoul Hausmann’s photomontages, the textual interruption of Russian Zaum poetry, the cut-up texts of William Burroughs, and the three-dimensional combines of the American artist Robert Rauschenberg. Collage in its twentieth-century manifestation was about meaningful encounters and juxtapositions, about displacing, disrupting, and deconstructing, whilst simultaneously representing the possibility of dialogue and synthesis between heterogeneous elements. A response, predominantly, to varying representational crises, the technique moved into the sphere of serious art, with the early Cubist collages issuing a challenge to the failing ‘“illusionism” of perspective’36 in traditional art. Consciously crafted juxtapositional configurations and an unabashed objection ‘to cultural hierarchies, to conventions of representation, to the binary opposites of art and life’37 are the major conceptual differences between twentieth-century collage and the functionally pasted pictures of the previous centuries. Increasingly, more was required of collage artists than the basic aesthetics of cut-and-paste.

34 Because neither Picasso nor Braque were particularly fastidious about dating their work in the period 1912–1914, neither can definitively claim to have used collage first, though both did. However, Braque’s Still Life with Fruit Bowl and Glass (1912) is generally thought to have been the first Cubist collage.

35 Taylor, 25.

36 Ulmer, 384.

37 Robin Lydenberg, ‘Engendering Collage: Collaboration and Desire in Dada and Surrealism’, in Collage: Critical Views, ed. Hoffman, 275.

The Cubists’ exploration of collage saw it take on an increasingly weighty, wide-reaching, and more complex significance: an entirely new way of making art. Fragments of newspaper and advertisements began to appear in the work of artists who had previously established themselves as painters. This prompted the Cubist advocate Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler to pronounce that

lyrical painting had discovered a new world of beauty which lay dormant, unremarked, in the wall posters, shop windows, and business signs that play such a great role in our contemporary visual impressions.38

38 Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, The Rise of Cubism (Der Weg zum Kubismus), trans. Henry Aronson (New York: Wittenborn, Schulz, 1949 [1920]), 21.


Georges Braque’s Still Life With Fruit Bowl and Glass (1912) features the use of typography for the first time, whilst Picasso’s Still Life With Chair Caning (1912) featured a glued-on piece of oilcloth, the word ‘JOU’, and the use of a piece of rope to suggest the edge of the seat of a chair. The combined painting and collage renders the viewer uncertain as to whether to view the painting vertically, in the traditional manner of looking at art, or to ‘read’ it horizontally, as if it contained a system of signs and syntactic relationships, not so very far removed from the page of a book. This uncertainty, facilitated by the use of collage, embodies Taylor’s delineation of ‘Picasso’s passion for switching identities, for clever bluff and counterfeit, for expedient and often jocular impersonation of the pictorial by the “real”’.39 Several early collages of Juan Gris, including Le lavabo (1912), Roses (1914), and The Watch (1912), also demonstrate this shift towards what became known as Synthetic Cubism, marked by the fact that ‘the backgrounds are rendered in purely frontal view, whereas the objects on the table are seen as if from above’.40 This kind of collage germinated in tandem with an incendiary blend of international political and social turmoil and scientific progress that was to simultaneously inform and complicate the practice throughout the first half of the twentieth century – from the military conflict in the Balkans, to the eruption of the First World War, to the reactionary attitudes, virulent anti-Semitism, and homophobia in Europe which drove so many avant-garde writers and artists to America. Picasso’s emphasis that the significance of including in a painting ‘an element displaced from its habitual meaning into another meaning’ lay in his faith in collage to produce ‘a shock between the usual definition at the point of departure and its new definition at the point of arrival’.41 His use of a fragmented newspaper report reading ‘LA BATAILLE S’EST ENGAGÉ[E]’, in conjunction with the words ‘LE JOU’, in the collage Guitar, Sheet Music and Glass (1912), renders the outbreak of war into some kind of game, and possibly a declaration of artistic, avant-garde battle to his contemporaries. Picasso also gives the example of using a newspaper to represent a bottle, two familiar but unrelated objects that provoke the viewer into exploring links, meanings, and discrepancies in visual representation. In so doing, Cubist collage was key in establishing not just the validity of the linguistic sign within a pictorial medium, but also what would become a longstanding and fertile distrust of ‘the representability of the sign’42 itself. As Braque explained:

39 Taylor, 19.

40 Wescher, 26.

41 Gilot and Lake, 70.

42 Perloff, ‘The Invention of Collage’, 10.

when the object depicted was being broken down, that is, deformed in order to be integrated into the pictorial space, the letters signified forms resistant to any kind of deformation and therefore, by reason of their two-dimensional flatness, outside the spatial construction.43

43 Quoted in Wescher, 20.


Braque also realised that the use of pasted papers enabled him ‘to separate colour from form and to allow both elements to emerge in their own right’,44 a notion that would later have significant implications for literary, or verbal, collage. Collage art, as we can see from the quotation indented above, was explicitly linked with an almost prerequisite questioning of the nature of representation and reality. Whilst it was indeed possible to break down or deform an image – something that Picasso in particular had been doing in his painting and drawing for some time – the letters that now appeared in Cubist art were, as Braque states, resistant to the same manipulation, provoking both the artist and the viewer to contemplate language as an extra dimension in the context of the artwork, an additional facet of the painting’s identity as well as an intruder from another realm. This, in particular, is what drew the Dadaists and Surrealists to the collage practice; it is also what subsequently made collage available and appealing to literature, to music, and to film, as well as to plastic art.

44 Wescher, 24.

Dada, that ‘combination of exasperation and carnival’,45 viewed collage as a form of art in keeping with their agenda of broad renunciation, provoked in particular by the horrors of the First World War. The aim of Dada was to renounce all values but the value of life itself, and to express this wholesale renunciation through art. The purpose of art, which, according to Dada principles, made no distinction between literature, drama, dance, music, and painting (much as Frank O’Hara would later view it), was ‘not an end in itself … but … an opportunity for the true perception and criticism of the times we live in’.46 Richard Huelsenbeck, the drummer and medical student who helped found the Berlin Dada group, insisted that Dada artists must fully comprehend ‘that one is entitled to have ideas only if one can transform them into life’, and asserted that the movement should include and be about ‘real characters, people of destiny with a capacity for living. People with a honed intellect, who understand they are facing a turning-point in history’.47 Raoul Hausmann, a photomontagist also from the Berlin Dada group, declared that

45 Leefmans, 214.

46 Hugo Ball, quoted by the National Gallery of Art, ‘Introduction to Dada’, http://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2006/dada/cities/index.shtm [Accessed 13 December 2011].

47 Huelsenbeck, ‘En Avant Dada: a History of Dadaism’ (1920), in Dada Painters and Poets: An Anthology, ed. Robert Motherwell (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), 28, and ‘First Dada Lecture in Germany’ (January 1918), in The Dada Almanac, ed. Huelsenbeck; this edition ed. Malcolm Green and Alastair Brotchie (London: Atlas Press, 1998), 113.

the doll a child throws away, a brightly coloured scrap of cloth, are more essential expressions than those of all the jackasses who wish to transplant themselves for all eternity in oil paints into an endless number of front parlours.48

48 Quoted in Wescher, 136.


He even denounced the Cubists for their ‘flat, remembered shape[s]’ and their ‘incipient hardening of the arteries’, arguing that in spite of the advances made in collage art by Cubism and Futurism, these movements were ultimately ‘inhibited by their own scientific objectivity’.49 Dadaism favoured projects featuring collisions and encounters that were overt and ostentatious, smashing images together as a way of accessing truth. They embraced the strong visual impact of protruding mechanistic elements in their work, and, in particular, they experimented with collaging sound, developing Bruitist poetry which focussed on the phonetics of speech, and simultaneous poetry, in which two or more people would read the same poem at the same time, but in a different language and style. Notwithstanding, in their use of interlocked commercial advertising, typography, and the media, Dada artists indicated a similar desire to their French and Italian contemporaries working in other movements, namely to dissect their society using the same method with which it advertised itself, placing an emphasis on shock, distance, and a violent or unsettling sense of departure that was nevertheless rooted in the banal or the everyday. The sensory interconnectedness, as well as the use of diverse and innovative materials promised by collage, was particularly appealing to the Dadaists, both in terms of their fundamental appreciation of the principles of interdisciplinarity, and on account of the ‘uproar’ collage caused by its ‘brilliant wisdom’ in being ‘neither art nor painting’.50 Uproar of a more explicitly political, revolutionary nature was also enabled by collage, or, more specifically, photomontage techniques. In particular, Berlin Dadaists Hannah Höch, John Heartfield, George Grosz, and Raoul Hausmann, who continued making art long after the central ‘mouvement Dada’ had peaked and ended, found that the collage practice both encapsulated their sense of alienation and was an ideal vehicle for dissent. For Höch, this entailed expressing both her commitment to the Dadaist critique of Weimar Germany, as evidenced by her most famous collage, Cut with the Kitchen Knife through the Beer-Belly of the Weimar Republic (1919), and her own critique of her fellow (male) Dada artists’ ersatz proto-feminism, as seen in her disconcerting combinations of male and female forms, and in collages such as Dada-Ernst (1920–1921), in which the main focus is a parted pair of female legs at the top of which has been pasted a picture of an eye and some money. John Heartfield would later use collage to satirize Hitler and the rise of Nazism, with his most famous photomontage, Hurrah, the Butter is Finished! (1935), mocking Hermann Göring for pronouncing: ‘iron has always made a nation strong; butter and lard have only made the people fat’. The collage features an entire family tucking into an array of metal objects in a room wallpapered with swastikas.

49 Anne D’Harnoncourt, ‘The Cubist Cockatoo: A Preliminary Exploration of Joseph Cornell’s Homages to Juan Gris’, Philadelphia Museum of Art Bulletin 74, no. 321 (1978), 2–17, 13; Wescher, 122; Hausmann, ‘Synthetische Cino der Malerei’ (‘Synthetic Cinema of Painting’) (1918). Republished in Hausmann, Am Anfang war Dada, 27–9; quotation from Wescher, Collage, 136.

50 Tristan Tzara remarking on Hans Arp’s exhibition at the Galerie Tanner in Zurich, November 1915. ‘Zurich Chronicle 1915–1919’, in The Dada Painters and Poets, ed. Motherwell, 235.

The often incendiary tone of Dadaist collage distinguished it from that of the Cubists, but Dada nevertheless took Picasso’s theoretical notion of ‘shock’ and the principle of distance and used them to convey a genuine sense of brutality in the creative process, emblematic of what Robin Lydenberg sees as ‘the violent death and resurrection of words, images and objects … as part of a natural and continuous process’.51 This is particularly evident in the work of Kurt Schwitters, for whom the only foreseeable solution to the complete breakdown of a culture that was irretrievably consigned to the past by the First World War was quite simply that ‘new things had to be made out of the fragments’.52 Clement Greenberg denounced the move of Dada and Surrealism away from the ‘flat and more or less abstract pattern[s]’ of Cubism as cheap, unnecessary, emotional, and misguided.53 This view seems to stem, as Brandon Taylor suggests, from Greenberg’s ‘obsession with the “flatness” of pictorial art’54 and also with strict, logical, and inflexible aesthetics. But Greenberg’s argument that ‘Braque and Picasso had obtained a new, self-transcending kind of decoration by reconstructing the picture surface with what had once been the means of its denial’55 seems equally applicable to the ways in which Dada artists used collage to attempt to reconstruct their fractured societies, also using as their tools those elements which had once been the means of their denial.

51 Lydenberg, ‘Engendering Collage: Collaboration and Desire in Dada and Surrealism’, 283.

52 Schwitters, quoted in John Elderfield, Kurt Schwitters (London and New York: Thames & Hudson, 1985), 12.

53 Greenberg, ‘Review of the Exhibition Collage’, 261.

54 Taylor, 109.

55 Greenberg, ‘Collage’, 80.

Whilst Schwitters desired that the fragments of his world might somehow be made to synthesize again, however disjunctively, for many Russian artists the brutality and chaos of Russian involvement in the First and Second World Wars utterly refuted the synthesis of discrete elements. For these artists, and indeed for many Russian poets, the ‘brute nature’56 of collage was an intrinsic part of its basic operational framework. Increasingly, there was a corresponding brutality in their demonstration of the creative process, culminating in powerful works such as Aleksandr Zhitomirsky’s aggressively macabre anti-Nazi photomontages and the pioneering filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein’s cinematic montages, which were, of course, based on the principle of collision. Artists such as Zhitomirsky, the Futurist Kazimir Malevich, Constructivists Aleksandr Rodchenko and Vladimir Tatlin, and certain Futurist poets including Aleksei Kruchenykh, Velimir Khlebnikov, and Vladimir Mayakovsky (who would greatly influence Frank O’Hara) attributed little significance to the attainment of synthesis that their Italian (Futurist) counterparts so greatly esteemed, preferring instead to channel the disruption, deconstruction, and displacement that collage represented into an ongoing and dynamic dialogue between the artist, his materials, and his environment. Kruchenykh’s artist’s book Universal War (1916), featuring Zaum (literally ‘transreason’) poetry and collages by several artists including himself, used disorder and textual interruption as a direct reaction to the role of Russia in the First World War. Vladimir Tatlin’s counter-reliefs abolished not only frames, but also backgrounds: he chose instead to suspend his pieces from the ceiling, in order that the artwork might be spatially limitless and broadly indefinable, blurring the periphery between art and life. Deliberately denying any relation to painting, Tatlin’s assemblages consisted of original ‘materials whose nature is left entirely intact but whose coordination gives them a new life’.57 Mayakovsky and Rodchenko collaborated on Pro eto (That’s What) in 1923, with Mayakovksy writing the agonising epic parable of love and ultimate loss (‘a squirrel’s cage where / I go round and round / feeling more and more alone’58), and Rodchenko supplying eleven photomontages designed to interweave with the text, and further highlight the interrupted semantics and disordered grammar of the poem.

56 Poggi, 185–6.

57 Perloff, ‘The Invention of Collage’, 39.

58 Mayakovsky, Pro Eto – That’s What, trans. Larisa Gureyeva and George Hyde (Todmorden: Arc Publications, 2009 [1923]), 23.

Pro eto is related to the collage sound-poem Zang Tumb Tuuum, disseminated by Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti as an artist’s book in 1914. Whilst the latter may indeed be, as Perloff suggests, less ‘collage than … catalogue’,59 it is undoubtedly representative of Marinetti’s call to abandon punctuation, finite verbs, adverbs, and adjectives as part of his Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature (1912), which fed into his later call for references to the First World War as the Futurists began to use collage in their art. Gino Severini, Umberto Boccioni, Giacomo Balla, and Carlo Carrà, having learned of Picasso and Braque’s exploits in collage from Apollinaire, chose to employ the practice as a frenetic, ‘violently revolutionary’ form of complex propaganda art, in which no transplanted object stood independently, and in which there was ‘not merely variety, but chaos and clashing of rhythms, totally opposed to one another’, but which could be ‘nevertheless assemble[d] into a new harmony’.60 Vortexes, circles, staccato touches, and expletives in a range of languages were all aspects of Futurist collage employed in an attempt to rid art of the interior representation of the human form. Carlo Carrà described his scrambled, bewildering Interventionist Manifesto (1914) as a ‘painterly abstraction of the uprising of the citizens’: it is an attempt to bring in the spectator from the outside, compelling them to forge emotional connections between ‘the scattering and fusion of details, freed from accepted logic’,61 without the guidance of the artist. Of all the early twentieth-century artistic movements in Europe, the Futurists were the most exhilarated by technological progress. They viewed the world of mass transport, commodity, and communication ‘as a challenge rather than a threat, a new source of imagery and of structuration’.62 They particularly delighted in movement and what Marinetti called ‘the beauty of speed’, and incorporated into their verbal and pictorial collages an explicit sense of rhythm and dynamism, following Marinetti’s quest for ‘an uninterrupted sequence of new images’.63 They were careful, however, ‘not to force human feelings onto matter’, instead using the collage practice to attempt to ‘divine [matter’s] governing impulses’.64 Futurist influence penetrated American creative frameworks with remarkable longevity: it can be seen in the work of painters such as Joseph Stella, who drew inspiration for his vibrant metropolitan paintings and collages from the ‘steel and electricity’65 of New York; in the calculated whirlpool writing of William Burroughs; in Hart Crane’s desire to articulate the Machine Age in The Bridge; in the experimental compositions of John Cage, who believed that ‘there is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time’;66 and in the work of several Black Mountain, Beat, and New York School poets, whose ‘images of “writing a poem”’, as David Antin argues, are all ultimately ‘a way of being moved and moving, a way of walking, running, dancing, driving’.67

59 Perloff, ‘The Invention of Collage’, 28.

60 Umberto Boccioni et al., ‘The Exhibitors to the Public’, (1912), in Futurist Manifestos, ed. Apollonio Umbro, trans. Robert Brain (London and New York: Thames & Hudson, 1973), 45 and 49.

61 Carlo Carrà to Gino Severini, 11 July 1914, in Archivi del Futurismo (Vol. 1), ed. Maria Drudi Gambillo and Teresa Fiori (Roma: de Luca, 1958), 341; Boccioni, ‘The Exhibitors to the Public’, 47.

62 Perloff, ‘The Invention of Collage’, 41.

63 Filippo Marinetti, ‘The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism’ (1909), in Futurist Manifestos, 21; Marinetti, Selected Writings, ed. R.W. Flint (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1971), 85.

64 Marinetti, Selected Writings, 87.

65 Wescher, 177.

66 John Cage, ‘Experimental Music’ (1957), in Silence: Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 8.

67 David Antin, ‘Modernism and Postmodernism: Approaching the Present in American Poetry’, in boundary 2: a journal of postmodern literature 1, no. 1 (Fall 1972): 131.

It was the Surrealist movement which really established the literary and scientific dimensions of the collage practice, building on the foundations laid by Dada and Cubism, and working to dispel the dictionary definitions I delineated at the start of this chapter (as Max Ernst was at pains to insist: ‘I am not responsible for the term “collage”’).68 By the time collage, in its twentieth-century manifestation, reached America, Surrealism was the art movement with which it was, and has remained, most closely identified, if only because the Surrealists used it more ostentatiously and controversially than other movements. The Surrealists revelled in the juxtaposition of unrelated elements in a manner that chimed with Freudian notions of free association, dreams, visions, and the unconscious, and the rise of psychoanalysis. Named in honour of the poet who had named collage, Guillaume Apollinaire, who used the expression to describe his play Les mamelles de tirésias (written in 1903 but not performed until 1917), the Surrealist movement was led by the poets André Breton and Philippe Soupault, who practiced automatic writing and greatly admired the nineteenth-century writings of Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Isidore Ducasse, otherwise known as the Comte de Lautréamont. The latter’s oft-cited phrase – ‘beautiful as the chance meeting on a dissecting table of a sewing machine and an umbrella’69 – taken from the Sixth Canto of Les Chants de Maldoror (1868), came to represent what the Surrealists were attempting to realise, namely ‘the intoxicating atmosphere of chance’, as Breton himself wrote. Prefacing the 1920 exhibition of Max Ernst’s work, Breton wrote of collage:

68 Breton emphasised the concurrence of Dada and Surrealism, describing them as ‘two waves overtaking one another in turn’: ‘Dada et le surréalisme … ne peuvent se concevoir que corrélativement, à la façon de deux vagues dont tour à tour chacune va recouvrir l’autre’. André Breton, Entretiens 1913–1952 (Paris: Gallimard, 1952), 57. The Ernst quotation is from Beyond Painting (New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, 1948), 13. Ernst also asserted that several paintings by both Magritte and Dalí were ‘collages painted entirely by hand’ (17).

69 Lautréamont, Les Chants de Maldoror (Book 6), trans. Paul Knight (London: Penguin, 1988 [1868]), 217.

It has the marvellous faculty of attaining two widely separate realities without departing from the realm of our experience, of bringing them together and drawing a spark from their contact; of gathering within reach of our senses abstract figures endowed with the same intensity, the same relief as other figures; and of disorienting us in our own memory by depriving us of a system of reference – it is this faculty which for the present holds us.70

70 Breton, Mad Love (L’Amour fou), trans. Mary Ann Caws (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987), 25, and ‘Preface to the Max Ernst Exhibition, May 1920’, in Ernst, Beyond Painting, 177.


Breton had a scientific background, having undertaken some medical training, and for a time he attempted to promote Surrealism as a quasi-scientific form of research activity, presenting findings in the rather solemn publication La Révolution surréaliste, talking about the physics of poetry, and portraying artworks as evidence of scientific experimentation.71 He wished to pioneer a kind of automatic poetry and art that would reveal in practice what Freud described in theory: ‘an absolute reality of unconscious mind and uncensored emotions that lay below the threshold of reason’.72 Alfred Barr argued, in his introduction to the catalogue which accompanied the seminal 1936 exhibition Fantastic Art Dada Surrealism, that following the decline of Dada circa 1922, Surrealism had maintained its predecessor’s ‘anti-rational character … but developed a far more systematic and serious experimental attitude toward the subconscious as the essential source of art’.73 The Surrealists’ work, unlike that of the Dadaists which tended toward the delirious and the haphazard, adopted a more focussed and directed approach to the subconscious and the irrational, an approach which Max Ernst termed a ‘culture of systematic displacement and its effects’.74

71 Twelve issues of La Révolution surréaliste were published between 1924 and 1929.

72 Digby, 19.

73 Alfred Barr, ed., Fantastic Art Dada Surrealism (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936), 11.

74 Ernst, Beyond Painting, 13.

Initially, the Surrealists did not produce plastic art, for the simple reason that their experiments with automatism were better facilitated with a spontaneous outpouring of words.
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