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Available light

Paul Hammond

Light sets up its festive tents in spaces unsuspected.
—Novalis

The Surrealist response to cinema was passionate, poetic, Romantic.
André Breton once defined Surrealism as “the prehensile tail” of Ro-
manticism. To the epigram above, coined by the German Romantic poet-
philosopher Novalis, who died in 1801, you could append others of his so
as to shade in an anticipatory program for the production and consump-
tion of a Surrealist cinema:

Dark memories hovering below the transparent screen of the
present will project images of reality in sharp silhouette, to create
the pleasurable effect of a double world.

Plots without any coherence, and yet with associations, as in
dreams.

Directed through the twigs, a long ray entered his eyes, and through
it he could see into a distant, strange and marvelous space,
impossible to describe.

Splice to these another Novalis maxim:

More heavenly than the distant stars that twinkle are those bright
eyes of the infinite which night has opened within us.

This yearning for a lost plenitude, for setting the revelations of night along-
side those of day, fueled the Surrealist desire to follow the exemplary “tra-
jectory of the dream” as it revisioned daily life. Their inspiration was an-
thropocentric and, in the widest sense, materialist. Only by reforging links
with what Jamake Highwater calls “the primal mind”—the mind at one
with nature, expressing itself through the imaginary—could the real be
fully comprehended and thus recast according to human need. An ex-
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tremely Romantic project; an inspired salvage operation no doubt, both
courtly and cavalier, bullish and fragile.

Octavio Paz has described the irruption of the night light of Romanti-
cism as the libertarian Other of le Siecle des lumieres, the Century of En-
lightenment. For the Romantics, as for their heirs, the Surrealists, the
overarching rationalism of the Enlightenment, and of its avatar, positiv-
ism, had led to an alienating diminution of the polysemic fulsomeness of
the world that man inhabited and that inhabited him. Echoing Weber
echoing Herder, those “dark chroniclers” Adorno and Horkheimer charac-
terized this parsimonious socialized logic and the capitalist order it but-
tressed as dependent upon “the disenchantment of the world,” and they
saw one of its baleful long-term consequences in the cretinizing narrow-
ness of the mass culture industry, a view the Surrealists didn’t always share,
as the texts in this book make clear. The too sharply focused light of En-
lightenment reason “plunged all things around it into deep shadows,” wrote
August Wiedmann, “shadows it then deemed insignificant or non-exis-
tent.” The Romantics, and the Surrealists, took umbrage (a word deriving
from umbra, shadow) with the repressive clarity of diurnal rationalism,
instead devoting themselves to the reenchantment of nature, and of man,
through a mythopoeic, totalizing investigation of existence’s shadow side.

However, in evoking nature we shouldn’t forget that the Surrealists were
city folk, acculturated beings. In her book on Walter Benjamin's Passagen-
Werk Susan Buck-Morss yokes the Surrealist vision to Benjamin’s own. Under
conditions of capitalism, she argues, “industrialization had brought about
a reenchantment of the social world . . . and through it, a ‘reactivation of
mythic powers.”” It was Benjamin’s intention to sift the capitalist com-
modity world for signals of the forgotten or repressed utopian dimension
of things. Inspired by Aragon’s Paris Peasant and its auratic evocation of
the explosive metaphysical power of the threatened arcade—the site of the
first film showrooms, let it be remembered—Benjamin developed his theory
of the dialectical image. His messianic Marxism, built on an insight into
the revolutionary potential of the recently outmoded commodity as wish-
image, looked back to Romanticism:

In the early nineteenth century, German Romantics, in protest
against Enlightenment rationality, had called for a rebirth of
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mythology, and what Schelling termed a new, “universal
symbolism,” based on the things of “nature” which “both signify
and are.” By the twentieth century the “new nature” of industrial
culture had generated all the mythic power for a “universal
symbolism” that these Romantics might have desired.

It is indeed true that, with Benjamin, the Surrealists rewrote the book of
commodity fetishism, finding subversive mythic traces in the objects cre-
ated by capitalism—and here their attitude toward the film image is cru-
cial—but I would argue that after the first flush of creative engagement
with capitalist modernization—between the years 1924 and 1935, say—
they intermittently turned back to the idea of nature as the imaginary
ground of utopia. Symptomatically, when Breton was exiled in America
during the war, he rejected the skyscrapers of Manhattan and went bota-
nizing, a la Rousseau in his Reveries of the Solitary Walker, in the meadows
of New England and on the shores of the St. Lawrence River. What had
begun as an ironical disavowal of nature in favor of the enchantments of
the urban life-world was reversed, in an historical era that saw the post-
1918 Americanization of Europe, the Depression, the rise of totalitarian-
ism in Russia and Germany, the Second World War, and the Cold War
confrontation of Stalinist state capitalism and the democratic Society of
the Spectacle, in favor of the Arcadian potential of the embattled natural
world, with its elective sites in Mexico, the Antilles, Canada, and in rural
France itself (the summer retreats to Breton’s house in the Lot). The poetry
of Breton, Paz, and Césaire, and the painting of Tanguy, Gorky, and Lam
bear this out.

Where a prehensile Surrealism wags the tail of Romanticism is in its
privileging of the poetic imagination as the keystone, the binding agent,
of authentic understanding. Shelley said “Poetry is at once the center and
circumference of knowledge.” A century and a half later the Surrealist poet
Benjamin Péret reaffirmed that “Poetry is the source and crown of all
thought.” The Surrealists were not against reason per se. They simply be-
lieved it had to be refashioned, supplemented, by other, metarational ways
of knowing. And knowing entailed being, so that if poetic imagination
(and its reasoned metonym, irrational knowledge) was to furnish man with
“the key to the fields,” he had to comprehend by “poetry” not the mere
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writing of lyric poems—although such a rehearsal of “words making love”
had its place—but the investigation, through language and action, of the
force fields of instrumental desire, love, the dream, play, and revolt. Po-

)

etry—“ontological possession,” as Cortazar phrased it—was immanent
harmony symbolized: imaged holism. The light in the shadow.

From this general program to cinema as oneiric illumination is but a
short somnambulist’s step. The movie auditorium was, the Surrealists held,
the festive tent of that quest after our tenebrous originary depths. Philoso-
phizing in the boudoir of cinema became a passion with them. And yet
“romanticism” and “cinema” are words rarely conjoined. (Lotte Eisner,
Henri Agel, P. Adams Sitney, and the Surrealist Ado Kyrou stand apart here.)
Doubtless there’s a hint of perversity in my spotlighting the idealist aspect
of the Surrealist project, since such special pleading omits mention of its
post-Romantic genealogy: the philosophers, poets, artists—and filmmak-
ers—whose impact was to sublate Novalis’s “magic idealism” into Breton’s
“magic materialism.” But to take your seat in such a stall may perhaps
disorient expectations of an approach akin to most mainstream interpre-
tations of cinema. (And, as we shall see, disorientation has a value all its
own.) Both cinema and Surrealism are more spectral, more sublime than
such reductionist hermeneutics will allow. Surrealist cinema—in produc-
tion and as consumption—is a marginal, utopian enterprise, at once scan-
dalous and prefigurative, ludic and lucid. Millenial, too, as Ado Kyrou de-
claimed in his 1951 essay, “Romanticism and Cinema”: “We seek a shock
cinema with lightning and thunder, murderous passions, a lust for revolt,
a cinema that explores the unexplored, that assays the boiling blood of
extraordinary tales. Eroticism, imagination, exaltation, infernal tension are
the elements of a cinema that will have at last rejected the void to forever
advance with giant strides toward ‘something else.””

It was circa 1912 that Guillaume Apollinaire and the poets and painters
in his entourage latched on to cinema. One of the novelties of Apollinaire’s
review, Les Soirées de Paris, founded that year, was its “chronique
cinématographique,” compiled by the art critic Maurice Raynal. Reading
his column today, you can witness the inception of the cult of cinema and
of cinemagoing: a love of the new, brash, and amoral Hollywood melo-
drama, Western, and comedy; a canonization of the Stirnerite antihero
FantOmas; an affection for marginal genres like animation; a predilection



AVAILABLE LIGHT

for the chancy eroticism of the darkened auditorium. By 1916, and in the
provincial town of Nantes, André Breton and Jacques Vaché, medical in-
tern and patient, were wandering from cinema to cinema, charging their
mental batteries with film images (cf. Breton, “As in a Wood,” q.v.).

The First World War finally won cinema its pluralist audience in France.
Unlike theater, film exhibition was simple and mobile, and the movies had
propaganda value. The state, through the new Section Photographique et
Cinématographique de 1’Armée, covered the country with a team of three
thousand trained projectionists. In this way, many civilians and off-duty
soldiers really engaged with the medium for the first time. Some of these
neophytes were intellectuals, and out of this mood of conversion emerged
the first specialized film magazines, like Henri Diamant-Berger’s Le Film,
resuscitated in 1916 when the future champion of French avant-garde cin-
ema, Louis Delluc, became its editor. Delluc, Colette, Léon Moussinac, and
Marcel L'Herbier wrote for it, as did Louis Aragon (cf. “On Deécor,” q.v.).
Like Raynal, the cinema they championed was as much imported Ameri-
can as homegrown French. By August 1914 the French cinema, until then
world leader, was spiked on its own tripod of creative doubt, conservatism,
and xenophobia. The war opened the door to the burgeoning American
film industry which, without the dead weight of the European theatrical
tradition, and displaced to the California sunshine and its raw landscape,
rapidly consolidated a dynamic new film form. (This became known in the
Old World as “American montage.”) In contrast to the antediluvian com-
edies and chauvinistic melodramas that emanated from French studios,
the novelty and élan of films by Griffith, Ince, De Mille, Sennett, and Chaplin
converted French audiences to the American Way. The leaders of the home
industry responded with alacrity. Léon Gaumont gave his arriere-garde aux-
iliary, the great Feuillade, free rein to make Les Vampires, in response to the
U.S.-produced serial, The Perils of Pauline. With Fantomas and Judex,
Feuillade’s series kept the Gaumont flag flying. The differing strategy of
Louis Nalpas, now head of the stodgy Film d’Art company, was to gamble
on the talents of the young tyro Abel Gance, with Mater Dolorosa and La
Dixieme Symphonie (1917). A year later, Charles Pathé backed Gance to make
the innovatory J'accuse. Caution, then, persisted alongside daring, Feuillade’s
penny-a-liners doing battle alongside Gance’s prestige pyrotechnics in a
rearguard action against American cultural domination.
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Such was the protean setting for the first-generation Surrealists’ response
to film: the dawning of a French avant-garde cinema of montage (often
anchored in pictorialist melodrama); cheek by jowl with it the more
demotic, yet wildly inventive, imported Hollywood product; plus, of course,
the seemingly passé work of Feuillade and his ilk, directors like Henri
Fescourt; and, lastly, the reception of revolutionary cinema from Soviet
Russia. In a period of modernist iconoclasm and partisanship the Surreal-
ists were to excoriate the formalist film culture of Delluc, Gance, Marcel
L'Herbier, Germaine Dulac, and Jean Epstein—now lumped together as
“the Impressionists”—in favor of the lowbrow cinema of Chaplin, Sennett,
Pearl White, Fantémas, Douglas Fairbanks, Stroheim (cf. Philippe Soupault,
“Cinema U.S.A.,” q.v.). (Having said this, the Surrealist ilmmaker Jacques
Brunius—assistant director on L’Age d’or—conceded the importance of
Delluc and Epstein; L'Herbier went on to direct the much admired La Nuit
fantastique; and Gance was to be reconciled with Breton in the 1950s, thanks
to Nelly Kaplan.) In a mood of messianic fervor and scandal-mongering,
the Surrealists came to blows more than once with avant-garde cinephiles
in the film clubs that mushroomed in the 1920s (cf. Brunius, “The Lights
Go Up,” q.v.).

There was, for sure, a functionalist strand of thought in this early Surre-
alist defense of Hollywood. Writing about Buster Keaton’s College (1927 )—
and in defiance of what he saw as the mystificatory syntax of the Impres-
sionists—Luis Bufiuel thought the comedian’s film as “beautiful as a bath-
room.” There was, he noted, such complete harmony between Keaton, the
objects, and situations he bent to his will and the technique he used to
describe these, that no one noticed that technique: “Just as when living in
a house we remain unaware of the calculus of resistance of the materials
that go to form it.” (“Buster Keaton’s College,” q.v.) This assumed zero de-
gree of style was to become Bufiuel’s own antivirtuoso credo as a director.

To rewind the spool a little, we must go back to the first writings on cin-
ema of those young poets, inspired by the ambiguous specter of Apollinaire,
who were the French Dadaists and future Surrealists: Breton, Aragon,
Soupault, Tzara, Ribemont-Dessaignes, Péret, Eluard, Rigaut. Their outpour-
ings are lyrical, subjective: notations made mentally in the dark, of images
that crystallize the poetic response, that in turn become poetic material.
Aragon’s “On Décor” (q.v.), his first published essay, which appeared in the
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September 1918 issue of Delluc’s Le Film, is a good example of this kind of
writing, which has ramifications for all Surrealist film theory:

All our emotion exists for those dear old American adventure films
that speak of daily life and manage to raise to a dramatic level a
banknote on which our attention is riveted, a table with a revolver
on it, a bottle that on occasion becomes a weapon, a handkerchief
that reveals a crime, a typewriter that’s the horizon of a desk, the
terrible unreeling ticker tape with its magic ciphers that enrich or
ruin bankers.

Aragon was in awe of the movie camera’s power to instrumentalize the
commonplace object by making it photogenic, to confer a dignity and
poetic value on the things of everyday life, to turn them into what Freud
called “thing-representations,” indices of the unconscious. In isolating
objects, magnifying them, and recombining them in new ways, things
were revealed—and reveiled, as Breton demanded—in all their fulsome,
hieratic mystery. Jacques Vaché, who had been sent Aragon’s essay by
Breton, emphasized this primal transubstantiation of the material world
in his “War Letter” (q.v.), sent from the front line:

... what a film I'll play in!—With runaway cars, you know the kind,
bridges that give way, and enormous hands crawling across the
screen toward some document or other! . . . Useless and
invaluable!—With such tragic conversations, in evening dress,
behind an eavesdropping palm tree!—And then, of course, Charlie
Chaplin, grinning, with staring eyes. The Policeman forgotten in
the trunk!!!

Telephone, shirtsleeve, people rushing about, with those bizarre,
jerky movements—William R.G. Eddie, who's sixteen, thousands of
black servants, with such beautiful gray-white hair, and a
tortoiseshell monocle. He’ll get married.

Aragon first employed the term “synthetic criticism” in a review of
Apollinaire’s Calligrammes. It soon came to éignify the tangential reading
of film, the bringing to the surface of a film’s second, secret life, its latent
content. Instead of criticizing a film from a soi-disant objective position,
the Surrealist viewer deconstructed it according to his or her lights. “We
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are too sympathetic,” Aragon wrote, “to what, in a work or in an indi-
vidual, is left to be desired to be very interested in perfection.” A way to do
this was to purloin images or sequences whose poetic charge, when liber-
ated from the narrative that held them prisoner, was intensified. These
detourned images were reedited into a parallel scenario in the critical text.
Once detached from the metonymic chain, the elective fragment func-
tions as metaphor, as symptom, as a condensation of human need. The
spectator, as Robert Desnos argued in his essay “Eroticism” (q.v.), while
caught up in the narrative presented to him, cannot help but mentally
rewrite the script, “a more miraculous adventure,” his cinema of facts and
gestures.

These synthetic-critical texts appeared in a variety of forms, from the
poem to the shooting script, the purely elaborative to the practicably real-
izable. Soupault’s “cinematographic” poems, for example, are composed
in the first person in a didactic prose. A prose poem like “Rage” (1925) is
synthesized from recognizable filmic situations—the shady character in a
bar, a car chase—and the circularity of its construction, with the last scene
repeating the first, is undoubtedly cinematic; yet it has something about it
that is neither poem nor shooting script. (However, Walter Ruttmann did
film three of Soupault’s poems in 1922.) It comes closest to the dream
accounts Freud included in The Interpretation of Dreams and, indeed, we
have Soupault’s own testimony to substantiate this: “I wanted, thanks to
the film, to give an impression, neither clear nor precise, but similar to a
dream.” Compare Soupault’s

I enter a café. Leaning on the bar, I see a customer sitting alone at a
table. I survey his arm, then his hand, and finally his fingers, which
are closed around a glass. The customer gets up and leaves. I follow
and overtake him just as an automobile flashes by at top speed. I
stop to button my jacket, then I take off after the car, into which I
am able to leap. I seize the wheel after knocking the driver out. . . .

With Freud’s own dream, recounted in his magnum opus:

I am very incompletely dressed, and I go from a flat on the ground
floor up a flight of stairs to an upper story. In doing this I jump up
three stairs at a time, and I am glad to find that [ can mount the
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stairs so quickly. Suddenly I notice that a servant-maid is coming
down the stairs—that is, towards me.

For Soupault and his confreres the synthetic-critical method was an icono-
clastic attempt to register the latent content present in the “dream thoughts”
that made up commercial cinema. The Surrealist notion of film language as
an analog of oneiric thinking is as fruitful and ultimately as metaphorical a
conceit as, say, Eisenstein’s notion of dialectical montage. To be sure, this
Surrealist critique was akin to psychoanalysis, but with one important dif-
ference. While Freud underlined the materialism of the dream—its origins
in everyday life; the secret, parallel activity of unconscious thought during
waking; the squirreling away of material for use when asleep—the Surreal-
ists sought to extend the process the other way, to complete the circle. They
wanted everyday life to be emphatically and consciously permeated by the
dream, by its scabrous language, its transgressive remodeling of normative
constraints. “Day for night,” as they say on the back lot. Here was a project
to be realized on every level: aesthetic, moral, social. Objectivized subjectiv-
ity could transfigure and redeem our perception and experience of reality by
letting us into the affective clandestine life of the material world; it could
reconnect us with the utopian promise our “night thoughts” have. (I'm
filching the title of Edward Young’s Romantic poem, much admired by
Breton.) Breton's books Les Vases communicants (1932) and L’Amour fou (1937)
chronicle this dialectic. The magic materialism of film, inherent in its power
to suggest the spatial, temporal, and psychological dimensions of the real—
by heightening these, by making reality uncanny—is taken as read. And this
imagistic “surplus value” could be consolidated by the poetic imagination
decanting the unconscious life from the precipitate image.

The fecund shuttle between synthetic-critical text and film is activated
in Man Ray’s movie, L’Etoile de mer (1928). The director’s images reverber-
ate with lines drawn from a poem by Robert Desnos. When, for instance,
Desnos’ intertitle tells us that “women’s teeth are such charming objects,”
Man Ray’s next shot shows us a woman'’s legs. Word and image contradict
each other, as in certain Magritte paintings. A poetic space—“the space of
a thought,” to use the title of one of Magritte’s own films—is opened up
between signified and signifier. L’Etoile de mer decomposes itself in the rico-
cheting silence of its own synthetic-criticism.
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Written by members of the Romanian Surrealist Group in 1947,
“Malombra, Aura of Absolute Love” (q.v.) celebrates, in a synthetic-critical
way, the “involuntarily Surrealist” Malombra, a metaphysical romance di-
rected by Mario Soldati in 1942. This delirious exegesis on Malombra draws
its power from the collision of discourses: poetic, philosophic, didactic,
automatic. Such fragmentation is helped, no doubt, by the collaborative
nature of its writing. The text may evoke the reverie of the cinematic expe-
rience through compulsive repetition:

The convulsion of beauty, the feebleness of memory, the color of
regret, the charm of life, the mediumism of motion, the rarity of
love, the madness of the senses, the beauty of madness. . . .

The film has an ethical dimension, it touches on moral truths:

Never has the difficulty of raising revolution to the heights of poetry
so confounded us, seduced us so. Never has it been so obvious in
our eyes that in the flashing beauty of the woman destined for love
there resides the concentration of the universe’s most restless
dialectical moments.

Snippets of collaged dialogue bring home the hypnotic and enigmatic qual-
ity of the decontextualized word:

“Do you recall that evening, Renato? The lake, the lanterns, the far-
off sounds. . . . It’s strange what happens to me, I don’t belong to
this world. You haven’t understood me, you don’t understand me
because you don’t know. Today I depart for an unknown destiny,
unknown reader, goodbye.”

A film image can be vandalized to become the starting point for a chain of
automatic responses:

So brief the eye was blinded by it, like an edgy scorpion for all that,
the shadow passed through the gray diurnal light like a wound, a
ruin, a sleepy waterfall.

Stripped of their causal relations in the film, a rapid-fire of reported images
emphasizes their latent content, their capacity to signify

10
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bottomless sighs, occult rage, the horror of living, raucous cries,
bloody hair, dresses cut by a razor, the suicide exhibition, the speed
of crazy glances, arrogant imposture, murderous scandal, lost cries,
voluptuous spasms. . . .

The voluptuous spasms of “Malombra” (the text) flay the celluloid to re-
veal the dark heart, the “baleful shadow” or malombra, of Soldati’s film.
Discursive subjectivity guts this “closed” work, opens up its reading, set-
ting a vertiginous dialectic in motion. We are on the road to surreality, the
visionary, fugitive point of the mind where hierarchies and antinomies are
to be abolished, where obstinate difference collapses into the flux of ex-
change. Analogy is everything.

The arrogant imposture of interpretive delirium, le délire d'interprétation, as
the French have it. In his magisterial work, The Discovery of the Unconscious—
which, by the by, proposes that many of the categories crucial to psycho-
analysis find an origin in German Romanticism—Henri Ellenberger fleet-
ingly introduces us to the “reasoning madness” of Hersilie Rouy, a celebrated
paranoiac who penned a brace of autobiographies wherein she described the
delusions she lived of her “royal” genealogy. In the figure of convulsive beau-
ties like Hersilie we find two abiding preoccupations of the Surrealists con-
joined. First, an affirmative interest in the spontaneous pathological utter-
ance, read not so much as a distress flare but as a fireworks display of linguis-
tic inventiveness: no “Mayday,” but the broadcasting of quintessentially hu-
man powers, communicated by the incarcerated from the Ship of Fools. (The
“antipsychiatry” movement may be said to originate in the Surrealist de-
fense of madness, and in their critique of the asylum.) Second, a male pas-
sion for the psychotic or criminal woman as femme inspiratrice, symbol of the
transgressive Other, victim and therefore perturber of the repressive patriar-
chal order. The Surrealist transference of mental disorder into poetic illumi-
nation—social negative into ontological positive—finds expression in the
reasoned irrationalism of Salvador Dali’s theory of paranoia-criticism, a way-
ward chip off the old synthetic-critical block; and in Breton and Eluard’s
simulations of delirium in L'Immaculée Conception (1930), a work itself trig-
gered by the electrifying induction of the Spaniard into the Surrealist Group,
following the Paris showing of Un chien andalou in June 1929.

Paranoia-criticism thrives on contrived delusion, on the assiduous ambi-
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tion to get things wrong, to see something as something other. Dali ex-
plored his baffling analogical methodology in any number of visionary paint-
ings in which one or more set of signifiers can be read in two or more ways
as differing signifieds. The eye scuttles from pillow to post. His elaborate,
disorienting visual puns and double meanings are a sort of libertarian phe-
nomenology, demonstrating the power the mind has to refute the one-to-
one gestalt of the world dear to positivists. In L’Amour fou Breton wrote elo-
quently of this Dalinian panic of the logos: “Interpretive delirium begins
only when man, ill-prepared, takes fright in this forest of indices.” The title of
Breton’s 1951 essay on cinema, “As in a Wood” (q.v.), suggests that it be read
as a coda on this polysemic enchanted forest, the luxuriant tangle that is
everyday life. And, in a madly loving meditation on Leonardo’s famous wall
at which you gaze until you see a battle scene delineated in the cracks, Breton
conjured up the image of the écran (screen or grid) that functions as a brittle
palimpsest for hallucinated yearning: “Everything man wants to know is
written on this screen in phosphorescent letters, in letters of desire.” A short
shuttle across the lobby carpet, a brief tussle with the muffled doors: once
you're inside the artificial night of the auditorium, the projector beam be-
comes your phosphorescent precipitate, the screen your delusory palimp-
sest. You pays yer money and you takes yer chances. . . .

The most sustained literary example of Dali’s interpretive vision is con-
tained in his barnstorming exegesis on a painting not obviously conso-
nant with Surrealism. Le Mythe tragique de L’Angélus de Millet: Interprétation
“paranoiaque-critique” was completed in the late 1930s, but the manuscript,
lost during the Occupation, was only published in 1963. Calling on an
analogical iconography—his own and others’ paintings, popular postcards,
cartoons, everyday objects—Dali intensifies his haunting and haunted
brainstorm to uncover the enigma at the center of Millet’s famous picture:
the oedipal triangle of father, mother, and, invisible to the eye, the object
over which they pray, the corpse of their son. (Dali had an X-ray photo
taken of The Angelus and read a dark form Millet had painted out as a
child’s coffin.) The Spaniard prefaces his disinterment of the picture’s la-
tent content with a challenge: “Here you have the most bewildering ‘se-
cret’ scenario for whomsoever will dare make the most ambitious film.”

Before helping make Un chien andalou Dali had written on both photog-
raphy and film, but his most sustained essay on the movies is his 1932
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“Abstract of a Critical History of the Cinema” (q.v.). The cranky monoma-
nia so often mined by Dali finds full expression here. His perverse argu-
ment is that the more “cinematic” cinema is, the more it is to be deplored.
All that are worth preserving are certain theatrical melodramas made. in
Italy around the First World War, with their obsessional femmes fatales
and doomed heroes, and comedy films of the Sennett school (forgetting
the lachrymosity of Chaplin), in which the gratuitous and imaginative use
of objects and bodies enables man to explore the world’s essential “con-
crete irrationality.” “Idealizing” montage should step aside for “material-
ist” mise-en-scene. Thus Dali welcomes sound’s arrival since it puts paid to
the formal preoccupations of silent avant-garde cinema. The nefarious
inauthenticity of “pure cinema” is substituted by a redemptive filmed the-
ater that had, of late, seen its apotheosis in the work of the Marx Brothers.

Salvador Dali was, it appears, éminence grise behind Breton and Eluard'’s
L'Immaculée Conception. Composing it in a fortnight during the autumn of
1930, the poets constructed their semiotic two-hander by using automatic
writing and the tactics of detournment as practiced by Isidore Ducasse in his
Poésies (1870). Their automatism, much subject to secondary elaboration, is
a mimetic play on the words of psychotic discourse. Especially pertinent is
the section of their book called “The Possessions” (as in “to be possessed”), a
simulation of the more creative disorders defined at the century’s turn by
Emil Kraepelin: mental debility, acute mania, general paralysis, delirium of
interpretation, dementia praecox. Breton and Fluard’s stated aim was to dem-
onstrate that the poetically trained mind could, at no particular expense to
its own equilibrium, inventively replicate seemingly alienated, irrational
modes of thought. By doing this the poets hoped to discredit the repressive
antinomies of sane/insane, normal/abnormal, free/unfree.

Five years later Eluard and Breton set their caps toward cinema. Their
scenario, “Essai de simulation du délire cinématographique,” was com-
posed one summer’s day in 1935. The poets and their wives were, with
Man Ray, guests at the country house of the writer Lise Deharme. Man Ray
describes the episode in his Self Portrait: how he intended to put a souvenir
of their stay on film (much as he had done for the Vicomte de Noailles in
his short Le Mystere du Chateau de Dés (1929)). He shot sequences of the
women wandering around Deharme’s rambling manse and of a neighbor-
ing farmer’s daughter riding bareback on a black horse. Eventually, Breton
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grew bored with his acting role and blew his top. The film was finally
abandoned, and all that remains is a page of seven stills and their captions
in the review Cahiers d’art (no. 5-6, 1935): Nusch Eluard rests her chin on
a spindly branch, her face shaded by black lace hanging in the boughs
above, a curious pyramidal lump of stonework in the background. The
caption reads, “You would always find me again, says the sphinx.” In a
star-spangled dress and pearls Lise Deharme gazes in Nusch’s general direc-
tion, an odd twig-bisected skullcap on her head: “Nothing in the north
well.” Breton with a dragonfly on his forehead gazes through a window-
pane at Lise: “And he sighed. . . .” Jacqueline Breton slumbers on the ground
in deep shadow, surrounded by a holed and grooved wooden ball as big as
her head and a turned wooden pole (elements of an obscure bilboquet-like
game?): “Extinguish everything!” The same odd implements, plus a fur-
ther bulbous rod stuck in the ground, in deep shadow: “Following a sinis-
ter vision, Don Juan.” The girl on horseback and Lise Deharme, the arm of
each around the shoulders of a man (the farmer?), their feet obscured by a
pile of gravel: “The twilight man.” Eight men and women, including the
above, cluster on a hillside around the bole of a leafy tree: “They were
meeting each other for the first time.”

The enigmatic charge of these fragments of a fragment is heightened by the
hiatus of meaning between them and by the further tangential nature of the
captions. There are enough formal and metaphorical equivalencies to bind
the images together, but not too tightly. Later in the same issue of Cahiers
Breton elaborated on the way he and Fluard arrived at their scenario. Discuss-
ing “the automatism of the variant,” he describes a game in which the partici-
pants whisper a given phrase one to the other in a chain. The game hinges on
errors of transmission, on getting things subtly wrong. (It’s an old parlor game,
a favorite of Lewis Carroll’s, called “Chinese Whispers.” A well-known ex-
ample is of Tommies in a trench. The first one whispers to his comrade, “Send
reinforcements, we're going to advance.” The last man in the long line hears,
“Send three-and-four-pence, we're going to a dance.”) After giving various
examples, transmitted in part by an old woman, a five-year-old child and a
person who didn’t really know French, Breton continues:

One cannot help . . . but convince oneself of the constancy here of a
certain process of dramatization analogous to that of the dream,
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which would be enough to reveal the circular functioning of
censorship. I have been able to follow it by dint of a written
shooting script reproducing the intermediary states of a sample
phrase, in this instance the text of a telegram I had the intention of
proposing as the pivot of the scenario Paul Eluard and I were then
preparing for Man Ray:

The fog thickens. Nothing in the north well.
Unmake the sheets while thinking of your William.
My ninth wedding in the rain is an embrace.

Clearly, from this sparse and somewhat obscure evidence it’s impossible to
know how Breton and Eluard defined “cinematic delirium”—the play of
light and shade, indoor and outdoor, and the arrested, hieratic nature of
the stills, suggest the uncanny rather than the delirious—but it is interest-
ing that, by associating it with Kraepelin’s nosology, they should have con-
noted le délire cinématographique as a psychotic dysfunction of language.
And the film’s origin in the whispering game, with its privileging of the
lapsus as a source of linguistic pliability, of poetic invention, stands as a
paradigm for the desired relation of spectator to film image: mutual mis-
construed murmurings from deep within the psyche; the revenge of mind
on mind—of mind on matter.

Another French word for you: le dépaysement, disorientation. We take
our orientation from the four cardinal points, from their intersection at
right angles; disorientation is when “the needle goes wild in the compass,”
as Jacques Prévert put it. Bakunin said something to the effect that if the
cops give you a piece of lined paper to write your confession on, turn it
through ninety degrees and write across the lines. The gut anarchism of
the Surrealists led them to cross-examine cinema, to go at it like a bull at
the projector gate. To disorient the ruled order of the screen was to add a
fillip of frisson, to convulse both text and reader. The Surrealist interroga-
tion of cinema’s latent meanings drew inspiration from a game they played
in 1928, “Question and Answer,” in which an answer is formulated in
ignorance of the question (or vice versa, it doesn’t matter). “What is a
cannibal?” Suzanne Muzard asked. “It’s a fly in a bowl of milk,” replied
Max Morise. Of course, the non sequitur functions just as piquantly if “a
cannibal” gives way to the word “cinema.” Cinema is a fly in a bowl of milk.
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The mind quickly grasps the emblematic symbolism of a flailing, doomed,
black organism on the whiteness of a screen. (I can’t help thinking of Larry
Semon.)

Later, the Surrealists developed their question-and-answer game. Re-
searches into “irrational knowledge” were undertaken in the sixth issue of
Le Surréalisme au service de la révolution (May 1933) and involved elucidat-
ing the “possibilities” of an object (a crystal ball; a scrap of pink velvet), a
painting (by De Chirico), an arbitrary date (409 AD), and a city (Paris).
Apropos of Paris, the question posed was: “Should we preserve, shift, modify,
transform, or knock down its landmarks?” The answers were spontaneous,
if not automatic, and had Breton razing the Palace of Justice and covering
the site with a huge graffito, Arthur Harfaux supplementing the statue of
Henri IV with three diminishing replicas marching in Indian file behind it,
and Maurice Henry replacing the Sacré-Coeur with a woman’s enormous
hand holding what seems to be a toilet roll. The results of this collabora-
tion were sifted and analyzed. Two decades later the Surrealists assembled
their “Data Toward the Irrational Enlargement of a Film” (q.v.) in much
the same way. This time the “interpreted found object” was Josef von
Sternberg’s exotic melodrama, The Shanghai Gesture (1941). Questions were
posed about its content, questions like:

How might the film be symbolized?
which was answered

By a salamander, the one Benvenuto Cellini saw
By a giant nettle in flower

By a steel blade protruding slightly from a window
By premature baldness

By a snail

By a town inhabited exclusively by hands

Such nonutilitarian, metarational discourse, in which spontaneity and
surprise aerate understanding, uncannily exemplifies Habermas’s “ideal
speech situation” as defined by Peter Dews: “a situation of dialogue char-
acterized by full reciprocity, and by an absence of external coercions and
internal distortions.”

Dews’ “external coercions and internal distortions” provides us with as
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fine a definition of sublimation as you could wish for. If sublimation de-
scribes the mental process whereby instinctual, unconscious thought is
rendered serviceable for both psyche and society in being rechanneled by
“higher” forms of thinking—and for “higher thinking” read “the cinematic
apparatus”—then the Surrealists wanted to desublimate cinema, not to
bring it down to earth, but to go deeper, to crack open the volatile magma
at its core, the brimstone beneath the treacle. For them, authentic knowl-
edge grew out of willful ignorance. A transgressive, liberating dialogue could
unfold in the ellipsis between discrete monologues, in the slippery sover-
eign space of amnesia:

“Do you remember everything? Everything. I don’t remember a
thing. But I know that moment had to come, Cecilia. What a world
you lived in. I'm suffocating. The lake can only be seen from the left
wing of the chateau.” (“Malombra, Aura of Absolute Love,” q.v.)

The Surrealist lust for disorientation is a sumptuous “remake” of
Rimbaud’s programmatic déreglement de tous les sens: “The Poet makes him-
self a seer by a long, prodigious, and reasoned disordering of all the senses.”
Les sens also signifies “meanings.” If the Surrealists merrily scrambled their
senses, it was through disorienting the meanings offered them by cultural
products, films included. In 1936, at a time when he was intimately in-
volved with Surrealism, Joseph Cornell made his film Rose Hobart by “dis-
ordering” a found object. (It was an idea Dali had had but never realized,
and he was most miffed when he saw Cornell’s film.) Cornell took George
Melford’s Hollywood melodrama East of Borneo (1931)—Melford was a poor
man’s Tod Browning—and recut it into a fifteen-minute movie, his cinema
of facts and gestures.

In speaking generally of Surrealist attitudes toward cinema in his 1936
book Surrealism, Julien Levy—New York gallery owner and the first Ameri-
can champion of Surrealism, and of Cornell—accurately defined the spe-
cific charm of Rose Hobart:

It is never the plot of such a film that should receive attention, but
rather the wealth of innuendo which accompanies each action and
which forms an emotional pattern far richer than that of the usual
straight story to which our logical mind is accustomed.
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In leaving three-fourths of East of Borneo on the cutting-room floor, Cornell
eliminated any obligation to the linear time and causality, the straight story,
of Melford’s film. Instead, we have a dreamlike rereading of the original and
a fetishistic homage—not the last proposed by Cornell, as his “‘Enchanted
Wanderer’: Excerpt From a Journey Album for Hedy Lamarr” (q.v.) makes
clear—to an idealized female performer. The new narrative describes the
disorientation of a desirous, rather boyish young woman—the actress Rose
Hobart—as she drifts skittishly in search of epistemological enlightenment
through an exotic, chaotic, largely nocturnal landscape, constantly perplexed
by her ambivalent and metamorphic paramour(s). Rose Hobart is a film built
on pregnant hiatus, chill, often cruel emotion, confounded expectancy, sabo-
taged continuity; on accepted contradiction; on displacement, condensa-
tion, and overdetermination. Even though Cornell affirms many of the
Hollywood cinematic codes—reaction shots, reverse angles, match cuts—he
purposively gets things wrong. He subverts the seamless continuity that is
the hallmark of mainstream cinema by rendering problematic, and thus
poetizing, the relation of shot to shot and sequence to sequence. Sometimes
he retains elements of Melford’s montage, but for the most part shots are
juxtaposed rather than spliced, so that the classical relations between them—
cause and effect, gaze and object—jar rather than gel. This is a film that
never gets going. It’s an accretion of irrelevancies, of momentary excitations
and subterfuges. Yet we are more than happy to live in its enigma, its de-
ferred resolution.

“That kind of dilemma, the inexplicable impossibility of fulfilling a simple
desire, often occurs in my movies,” Bufiuel told us with his last gasp. Cornell
had comprehended that the substance of all the first wave of Surrealist
films (1927-30) is the surfacing of desire, the self-imposed and socially
imposed repressions that this unconscious impulse suffers, and its
desublimated—or pseudosublimated—expression in an impassioned sym-
bolic ritual of compensation. Just think of Gaston Modot’s flaming spruce,
plow, archbishop, and giraffe tossed from his lover’s bedroom window in
L’Age d’or; Kiki’s attack on the starfish, dagger in hand, in Man Ray’s L’Etoile
de mer; and the priest’s oedipal reverie of watery grottoes, schooner, and
glittery gothic castle in Dulac and Artaud’s The Seashell and the Clergyman.

It’s only in recent years that Rose Hobart has truly revealed herself, her
image being lodged in archives in London, Paris, and New York. Cornell
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well understood the oneiric possibilities of the “Surrealist cut” as formu-
lated by Buniuel and Dali in Un chien andalou. (In all probability it was an
idea they’d appropriated from Buster Keaton.) This strategy, later dear to
Deren, Resnais, and Ruiz, works by perturbing the parallel continuum of
time and space. An example: when we read the intertitle “Sixteen years
before” in Un chien andalou, we assume the next shot will be different in
content to the preceding one. Not so: Bunuel contradicts the temporal
leap by maintaining an impossible spatial continuity (same décors, cos-
tumes, and physiognomies). And Cornell’s use of sound—Melford’s origi-
nal dialogue and mood music being replaced by the incongruous use of
samba rhythms—suggests that he’d absorbed the idea of what Karel Teige
called the “sound defect.” Striving to pursue the formal inventiveness of
their 1920s cinema and to stave off the static, theatrical naturalism which
threatened it with the advent of talkies, Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and
Alexandrov theorized that “Only a contrapuntal use of sound in relation
to the visual montage piece will afford a new potentiality of montage de-
velopment” (“A Statement on the Sound-Film,” 1928). With L'Age d’or
Bunuel made it clear he’d heeded the Russians’ words. And in Georges
Hugnet’s Surrealist scenario for La Perle (1929), a film with clear echoes of
Bufiuel and Dali, we read of the requirement that all sound accompani-
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ment be “mistranslation,” “countersound.” For instance, Hugnet has a se-
duction accompanied by a banging door, a kiss by the rolling of a drum.
(Jacques Brunius, and Goldfayn and Heisler were to pursue these sound/
image researches.)

Probably without knowing Cornell’s epoch-making opus, the Belgian Sur-
realist Marcel Marién elaborated on the issues it raised in his essay “Another
Kind of Cinema” (q.v.). Echoing Eisenstein, et al.—whose high hopes were
soon dashed with the displacement of their 1920s NEPotism by Stalinist
Filmmaking in One Country—Marién argued for the superiority of silent
montage cinema over the dialogue-bound sound film. (His credo is a far cry
from Dali’s conclusion in his “Abstract of a Critical History of the Cinema,”
q.v.) Writing in 1955, Marién maintained that sound cinema had reached
an impasse and that the only way forward was to revert to the idea of mon-
tage as the determining factor. The economic problem could be overcome
by taking existing films and reediting them: “It is a question of cutting the
narrative thread, while retaining the emotional effects” (a succinct defini-
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tion of Rose Hobart!). Perhaps Marién had lent an ear to his young friends
Debord and Wolman, the proto-Situationists who were currently propound-
ing their theories of detournment in his magazine Les Levres nues. Anyhow,
in his essay Marién suggests ways of detourning found footage: (1) Take any
film, strip it of its sound track, study its purely visual makeup. Invent a new
script from this with new dialogue. (2) Start from the sound track and match
it with new visual images from other films. (3) Deétroy a character’s identity
by modifying his voice and dialogue from shot to shot. (4) Have the same
voice coming from different mouths. (5) Edit together the performances of
one actor. (6) Swap over the sex of the voices. (7) Compose a film of several
versions of the same story, Joan of Arc’s, say.

We have, Marién stressed, to rediscover cinematic inventiveness and the
power the mind has to poeticize. He attempted to do this with L’imitation du
cinéma, made in 1959. Marién’s film contains two films. Like many Surreal-
ist works, it has elements of critical reflexivity. The first film tells the story of
a man with a crucifixion complex and is a series of gags. But scandal is not
restricted to the narrative. As Marién says, it “is situated on the plane of the
aesthetics of cinema; it results mainly from the exceptionally poor way [the
film] is put together.” The director sets out to perturb our usual expectations
of continuity in raising error to a poetic principle. At the same time, he
wants to rehabilitate montage. He does away, so to speak, with the continu-
ity girl, “the real Cerberus whose task consists of examining the smallest
details, to prevent life from interfering at all costs,” and emphasizes discon-
tinuity by having his characters’ appearance chop and change from shot to
shot: although the montage maintains the unity of time and place, a char-
acter may be wearing a striped tie in one shot and a spotted one in the next.
The splice, then, becomes contradictory since it affirms continuity and sub-
verts it at the same time. The Surrealist cut is the deepest.

In their attempts to disorient themselves through film, the Surrealists
aestheticized the cinematic experience itself: “It has not been said often
enough,” wrote Albert Valentin, “that the cinema, like the automobile,
owes a part of its interest to a taste of recent origin which it flatters and
maintains in us: a scorn for timetables. One comes and one goes, one en-
ters and exits when it suits.” (“Introduction to Black-and-White Magic,”
g.v.) Breaking the narrative thread was easy if you simply drifted into the
cinema after the film had begun and left as soon as you were bored or felt
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yourself slotting the fragments of plot back into place. Breton and Vaché
first practiced this in 1916, as Breton tells us in “As in a Wood” (q.v.):

When [ was at “the cinema age” (it should be recognized that this
age exists in life —and that it passes) I never began by consulting
the amusement pages to find out what film might chance to be the
best, nor did I find out the time the film was to begin. I agreed
wholeheartedly with Jacques Vaché in appreciating nothing so
much as dropping into a cinema when whatever was playing was
playing, at any point in the show, and leaving at the first hint of
boredom—of surfeit—to rush off to another cinema where we
behaved in the same way, and so on (obviously, this practice would
be too much of a luxury today). I have never known anything more
magnetizing: it goes without saying that more often than not we left
our seats without even knowing the title of the film, which was in L
no way of importance to us, anyway. On a Sunday several hours
sufficed to exhaust all that Nantes could offer us: the important
thing is that one came out “charged” for a few days; as there had
been nothing deliberate about our actions, qualitative judgments
were forbidden.

The aleatory discovery of the marvelous nooks and crannies of the me-
tropolis was inaugurated by Baudelaire, redeemed by Apollinaire, resusci-
tated by the Surrealists (and later the Situationists), and, in between times,
elucidated by Walter Benjamin. Paul Eluard was to discover Peter Ibbetson, a
seminal, “involuntarily Surrealist” Tinseltown melodrama, when he slipped
into a cinema on the heels of a woman he’d been pursuing. Yet even as the
authors of Nadja and Paris Peasant lyricized over the chance encounter, their
City of Light was evolving. It’s the late 1920s and Breton and Aragon are
already lamenting Paris’s waning potential for Surrealist discovery. That po-
tential seems all the more fragile today: we have only to think of the pedes-
trian zoning of many a modern metropolis—rendering us refugees from the
all-pervasive automobile—to realize that the unwonted is all but forbidden,
or contrived to the point of virtual disappearance. And where “Surrealist”
film is concerned, one vital element is missing now: the fleapit. The fleapit
was the ideal setting for Surrealist seeing: “Above all, cinema auditoriums
must be afflicted with the same decay as the films they show,” said Robert

21



PAUL HAMMOND

Desnos. It provided a rapid turnover of films; the staple diet was precisely
the despised, wholly popular, almost anonymous trash the Surrealists found
revelatory. The lumpen proletarian ambience of the largely empty venue—
water dripping through the ceiling, rats running over the feet, dark stains on
the screen, demented people wandering about—enhanced any Surrealist read-
ing, since communal skepticism reigned there. But the fleapit has disappeared,
and today different patterns of consumption, the concatenation of shoe-
box-sized auditoriums in the mall multiplex, the greater critical coverage
films receive, the specific cultural quest that takes you to the movies now,
mean that these interestedly disinterested strategies have gone by the board.
But in 1951 such dystopian decay could give way to utopian promise in
Bernard Roger’s “Plan for a Cinema at the Bottom of a Lake” (q.v.). One of
the rare Surrealist architects—others being Frederick Kiesler, Yves Laloy, Guy-
René Doumayrou, and the Italian “anarchitect” Fabio de Sanctis—Roger
revisioned Rimbaud’s “pure hallucination” of “a drawing room at the bot-
tom of a lake” in his scheme for a sock-shaped glass movie theater that
would float, to a depth of five fathoms, in a volcanic lake in the Auvergne.
As visionary as anything in Ledoux—a favorite architect of the Surrealists—
Bernard Roger’s design for a submarine cinema was never built.

You’d think, perhaps, that TV is an ideal “Surrealist” medium, since drifting
is accomplished at the push of a button. When I had a television I never
found it so. The homeliness and incomplete darkness of the sitting room with
its intrusive visual field; the petiteness and pettiness of the images with their
round-the-clock formulaic content and conjunctions; the mobility and the
familiarity to us of other spectators, if there are any: all these things militate
against the oneiric and vitiate the exercise of reverie, instead encouraging the
passive, half-hearted, guilty absorption of an enervating stream of facile detri-
tus that consolidates the “voluntary house arrest” (Paul Virilio) most modern
consumers cleave to. It may well be that, as James Monaco contends, TV’s
tendency is to be “diarrhetic and diuretic,” to saturate us with images and dry
us out at the same time. However that may be, these largely negative attributes
exist in antithesis to the inherent uncanniness of cinema. (The uncanny is, in
German, the unheimlich, the “unhomelike.”) I mean, would you rather watch
The Piano, Institute Benjamenta, Lamerica, or Felicia’s Journey on the box or see
them at the movies? Does anybody use the mercurial phrase “silver screen”
apropos of the telly?
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Attempting to define the “marvel” of cinema, the capacity it has for
smoothing the way for an empathy with the unwonted, Breton said:

From the instant he takes his seat to the moment he slips into a
fiction evolving before his eyes, [the spectator] passes through a
critical point as captivating and imperceptible as that uniting
waking and sleeping (the book and even the play are incomparably
slower in producing this release).

This hypnagogic marvel is founded on several things: the sumptuous con-
creteness and scale of the film illusion; the isolation from normal reality
conferred by the darkness, the night of cinema; the curious contradiction
of active, giant, hyperreal phantoms inducting prone, depersonalized be-
ings of flesh and blood into their imaginary world. Which brings us to the
dream/cinema equation so dear to the Surrealists.

During the five years that span the review La Révolution surréaliste (1924-
29), the same five that separate the first and second manifestos, the Surre-
alists placed great emphasis on the dream and on automatism, on dream
recitation and automatic writing. The first critical writings on Surrealism
and cinema (by Artaud, Desnos, Soupault, Goudal) are bounded by this
still rudimentary elaboration. What, people asked, was the relation be-
tween dream and cinema? Brunius argued that, up to 1920 or so, the film
was incapable of realism, “in the sense of an illusion of reality.” He implies
that this was due to the inexperience of audiences and the clumsiness of
film language. Since film was incapable of realism, it was incapable of rep-
resenting a dream. “Voluntarily,” he added. It was, however, capable of
doing so involuntarily. How?

To begin with, entering the dark auditorium was like closing your eyes.
Your isolation from the crowd, your body submitting to a feeling of deper-
sonalization; the droning music obdurating the sense of hearing; the stiff-
ness of the neck necessary for the gaze’s orientation: all this was like going
to sleep. Then there were the intertitles—we’re watching a silent film—
with their white letters on black suggesting hypnagogic visions. The very
technique of film evoked the dream more than it did reality:

The images fade in and fade out, dissolve into each other, vision
begins and ends in an iris, secrets are revealed through a keyhole,
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the mental image of a keyhole. The disposition of screen images in
time is absolutely analogous with the arrangement thought or the
dream can devise. Neither chronological order nor relative values of
duration are real. Contrary to the theater, film, like thought, like the
dream, chooses some gestures, defers or enlarges them, eliminates
others, travels many hours, centuries, kilometers in a few seconds,
speeds up, slows down, stops, goes backward. It is impossible to
imagine a truer mirror of mental performance. (Jacques Brunius,
“Crossing the Bridge,” q.v.)

The monochrome sobriety of the film image, its pre-Technicolor dearth
of mimesis, played a part. In “Surrealism and Cinema” (q.v.) Jean Goudal
invoked Taine’s notion of “the reductive mechanism of images.” When we
are awake, imagined images have a pallor made all the more dramatic by
the vigor and relief of reality as perceived by the senses. When asleep our
senses are idle, or seem to be so, and this contrast ceases to obtain as the
imaginary images take over. We believe in their actual existence. The film,
Goudal said, was “conscious hallucination,” and the trance-like atmosphere
in the cinema enhanced the feeling of immediate revelation.

Around 1920, Brunius went on to argue, the cinema became more ca-
pable of realism, because of the refining of syntax. But it still remained the
least realistic of the arts, because of the tension between the “fidelity” of
photography and the “infidelity” of montage. (This tension was the sub-
ject of Buster Keaton’s much admired Sherlock Junior (1924).) It qualified
cinema to portray the dream voluntarily since, to put it crudely, the dream
is elemental waking reality (= photography) retraced, sectioned, jumbled
(=montage). Sound added another dimension to the antithesis because it
was capable of duplicity. Used naturalistically, it fortified photography’s
fidelity; used unnaturalistically, dissonantly, it strengthened montage’s
infidelity. This sonorous double-dealing excited the Surrealist filmmakers.
From the start, the Surrealists were conscious of the analogical role film
language played: it could simulate the dream, but that was all. René Clair
was one of the first to fall into the trap of confusing thought with the tool
used to transcribe it. Pondering the problem of unconscious thought be-
ing put on film in the way you could write it down spontaneously, using
the automatic method, he came to the conclusion that the complications

24



AVAILABLE LIGHT

of film technique, the time and effort needed to bring any film project to
fruition, precluded success. Brunius pointed out Clair’s error by observing
that the Surrealists had never disputed that the transcription of uncon-
scious thought, including the dream, by word of mouth, pen, brush, cam-
era or whatever, always involved a degree of secondary elaboration.

As the “intuitive period” of 1919 to 1929 drew to a close, Breton and his
comrades grew uneasy about the stereotypical constrictions of the auto-
matic text and the dream account. The idea of a “pure psychic automa-
tism” was naive, they realized, since language itself always structures
thought, rendering the notion of “unalloyed”—prelinguistic—access to the
unconscious chimerical. Whatever form it takes, all thought is, in the last
analysis, magical, an act of instrumental, if ambivalent, faith communi-
cated linguistically through the trope. If, say, Breton’s dreamlike praise
song of a poem “Free Union” is about the idealizing heterosexual imagina-
tion, it is also about the trope of effictio, “the head-to-toe itemization of a
heroine’s charms,” as Richard Lanham defined it. When we turn our atten-
tion to film we can read “the Surrealist cut” (see above) as tropic in nature.
Something of a “triste tropique” because, craving the ineffability of irratio-
nal discourse, the incantatory oddness of language per se, the Surrealists
were wary, even, of dogmatizing the work of secondary elaboration. (In
that sense “Free Union” is not about tropes at all; nor is L’Age d’or about
“the Surrealist cut.”) Instead, they craved the plenitude of immanence rather
than the contingency of affirmation. Within the symbolic order there was
a fissure formed by what Georges Bataille called the informe, formlessness,
a space where meaning had gone out of shape: “What it designates has no
rights in any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a spider or an
earthworm.” (Taking a lead from Bataille, and during analysis of a clutch
of Eisenstein stills, Roland Barthes dubbed this fugitive overspill “the ob-
tuse meaning.”) In L’Age d’or the “amorous egoism” of Gaston Modot has
him deliberately flattening a beetle underfoot, but before that—and speak-
ing of Un chien andalou—Bunuel stressed that he, coming later to Surreal-
ism and therefore unburdened by the discoveries of the “intuitive period,”
was not directly concerned with either the dream or automatism but with
describing a playfulness of mind, an irrational humor akin to the dream-
work, but no more than that. Artaud’s cavil is important here. His script
for The Seashell and the Clergyman was, he emphasized, meant to demon-
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strate how far a scenario could identify with the mechanics of the dream
“without being a dream itself.” He wanted to suggest the free play of
thought, and not a dream, which has an axiomatic structure. Although he
actively colluded with director Germaine Dulac on the film, the wayward
Artaud subsequently protested her structuring of his deliberately incoher-
ent scenario as a dream. (“Réve d’Antonin Artaud” appears on the credits.)

Although there was some questioning of their original emphasis on the
dream account in itself, the nocturnal nevertheless remained a touchstone
for the Surrealists. Freud dubbed that core of our night thoughts ever resis-
tant to analysis “the navel of the dream.” This is the space of Bataille’s
informe, and the Surrealists were attached to it as by an umbilicus. The all-
seeing blind spot: irreducible and exemplary.

All aesthetic objects have their blind spot. There’s an edificatory Surreal-
ism the Surrealists made, but there’s also a latent Surrealism discernible in
artifacts that owe nothing to it. The scopophiliac “wild eye” evoked by
Breton in Surrealism and Painting is forever on the lookout for the
gratificatory images it needs. In his prologue to Un chien andalou Bufiuel
spectacularly bisected the rational, Cartesian eye. Returned to its “savage
state,” the razored eyeball is obliged to look behind itself: so, following
that famous violatory moment, the film describes the avaricious play of
unconscious thought hurtling osmotically from within to without and back
again. “Go to the Louvre,” Félix Fénéon advised, “and discover the sexual
spot in some famous canvas, the part the artist treated with love.” For
“Louvre” read “Essoldo,” for “canvas” read “film.” The Surrealists went
prospecting for the latent meaning of movies, “the sexual spot” that her-
alded the return of the repressed. Epicureans of detritus, they uncovered
treasures of poetry and subversion in the bargain basement of cinema.
“The worst films I've ever seen, the ones that send me to sleep,” Man Ray
claimed, “contain ten or fifteen marvelous minutes. The best films I've
ever seen contain only ten or fifteen valid ones.” (“Cinemage,” q.v.) Breton
mentions a film he saw in the late 1920s that completely disoriented him,
How I Killed My Child, made by a priest known as Peter the Hermit, “a film
of unlimited insanity in which everything was used as a pretext to show
the ‘Lord’s Table.”” (“As in a Wood,” q.v.) And, speaking of a puerile screen
version of the Aladdin tale, Gérard Legrand referred to the film’s power to
“liberate the intellect from its moorings by pushing vacuity and foolish-
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ness as far as they can go, to the point where they outstrip themselves”
(“Turkey Broth and Unlabeled Love Potions,” q.v.). Ado Kyrou was un-
equivocal in his advice: “I ask you, learn to go and see the ‘worst’ films;
they are sometimes sublime.” Only with the knowing—and ambiguous—
cult of kitsch have these proscribed movies been rescued today from the
dustbins of oblivion. This more or less wretched oeuvre takes in the horror
and science fiction genres, teen movies, serials, peplum movies, pornogra-
phy, ads. Often adored at a forlorn distance through secondary material
like stills, posters, and press books, they find their audience via the
anthological book and the specialist magazine or, if extant, in the form of
the videotape, a kind of celluloid samizdat available to the discerning fa-
natic, the fetishist. “Each of us,” counseled Kyrou at a time when this cul-
tural slag was still a part of the day-to-day life of the masses, “must find his
or her own sublime films, since in this domain objectivity is to all intents
and purposes impossible”:

For my part I confess to a weakness for almost all of Couzinet’s
films, for certain religious melodramas made by Léo Joannon, and
some biblical films like Richard Thorpe’s delirious The Prodigal
(1955), in which Astarte, the High Priestess of Love, makes a human
sacrifice as half-naked damsels play the part of wooden carousel
horses and a potbellied character bangs the gong. But I'd prefer to
forget those Nordic potboilers, with their midnight bathing, noble
fathers, and metaphysical anguish (have you seen The Hour of Desire,
by Egil Holmsen (1958)?), and the Italian travesties from which the
superb Beneath the Bridge of Sighs (1954) alone stands out, wherein
we can admire a striptease at sword-point (two heroines engaged in
a duel of cutting the other’s nightdress to ribbons), together with
the incredible Ship of Lost Women (1953), made by Raffaele
Matarazzo, in which sadism, revolt, eroticism, religion, and
melodrama conspire to form a series of problematically linked
scenes dependent on the commonplace, raised by its rigor to the
level of pure involuntary poetry. (“The Marvelous Is Popular,” q.v.)

In her book Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion Rosemary Jackson inti-
mates how nominally realist, “bourgeois” texts often contain a fantastic
subtext which “reveals itself at those moments of tension when the work
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threatens to collapse under the weight of its own repression.” This apercu
could be applied to the conventions dear to Hollywood cinema, in which
the very closures of generic and formal codification and the weight of the
star system more or less guaranteed breaches of intentionality on the part
of the director. Sometimes a sequence stood proud, came adrift from its
setting in the narrative. These wayward segments could disorient the spec-
tator, acquiring a force of meaning because they were both unforeseen and
shocking. Nora Mitrani cites a scene from Hugo Fregonese’s One Way Street
(1950) in which a sleeping James Mason is courted by a pretty girl wafting
a fish under his nose (“Intention and Surprise,” q.v.). A better director, she
argues, would have rejected this sequence “because it smacks of incoher-
ence or vagabondage of the imagination.” Being overwhelmed by the erotic
import of the scene—the blunt olfactory equation that is made—we are
invited to think of the characters in a different way. We put them on an-
other, poetic plane: “It pleases us that from time to time characters live
according to their will, obeying their imagination more than the director’s
intelligence. A sticky problem, perhaps, for the latter to reckon with the
imagination of his own characters.” This happens because the director is
imaginative on occasion, or because he is not completely conscious of the
situation and his logical intelligence fails him. Lapses like this are not un-
common and take their place among the psychopathological gaffs Freud
analyzed in his book on everyday life. This is how Jacques Brunius put it:

Precisely because of the richness of its means the cinema makes
total control of images, gestures, and words by one man alone very
difficult. Often enough a film leaves the head of its creator and the
hands of his colleagues like a ship in a storm, as best it may, the
bearer not only of what they meant to say but also of some things
no one wished to say. But is not the participation of chance in this
clash of wills a fascinating thing? (En marge du cinéma frangais (Paris:
Arcanes, 1954),189)

I remember seeing William Wyler’s The Heiress, a 1949 melodrama enliv-
ened by the definitely sexual ritual both the wealthy heiress’s stern father
(Ralph Richardson) and her conniving suitor (Montgomery Clift) performed
when removing the paper bands from their cigars. Olivia de Havilland
caught the bug, too, when she lovingly caressed the starched thumb of the
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white gloves Clift had “accidentally” left on the hall table. Whether or not
the mise-en-scéne was consciously contrived, so as to describe preconscious
motivation—which is quite possible—it remains a fact that these
overdetermined fragments, shifting as they do from the metonymic to the
metaphoric register, eclipse the rest of the film for me. In my imagination
they stand erect, so to speak, while the rest of Wyler’s images remain flac-
cid, detumescent, forgettable.

Don’t get me wrong: I'm as in awe of narrative grain as the next man at
the Clapham Odeon, but I do respond to the splinter. We each of us chip
our own shards from the communicating vessel of film. Film is, after all,
an unstable emulsion of pullulating emblems, emblems we live directly, in
a preconscious way. We're all dialecticians when we go to the movies, con-
verting quantity into quality. The awesome satisfaction we might get from
the fragment, against which the film as a whole may pale, is by definition
fetishistic. “Nobody sees the same film,” says Gérard Legrand in “Female x
Film = Fetish” (g.v.), a point demonstrated by the way the most sympa-
thetic of friends could argue fiercely about the meaning of a movie. The
desire to make the definitive assessment in a debate in which such judg-
ment is chimerical is likened by Legrand to the public revelation of one’s
most secret sexual preferences. Fetishism, the o’erweening predilection for
a part of the body or article of dress, to the exclusion of the whole sexual
object, is the very mechanism that binds us to the film fragment. Given
the male Surrealist view of woman as erotico-sacred redemptrix, Legrand
tends to cleave to the female film presence: “all fetishism results in the
‘cutting out’ of the woman and her attributes along a preferred dotted line
of oneiric iridescence, barely justifiable in the eyes of someone else.” Here
we have an embryonic aside on the star system, wherein everything is
rendered secondary to the fetishized tics and traces of the known but al-
ways defamiliar body. (The cult of Louise Brooks really cranks up, for in-
stance, with the lyrical eulogies of Legrand’s confrere, Kyrou.) However, as
Legrand intimates elsewhere in his essay, erotic allure does not necessarily
have to find its subject in a woman’s body. For my own part, I have been
dumbstruck by other “compensatory rituals,” ones that describe human,
often manual, gestures, actual or implied: the footprint in the mud that
fills up with water (Giant, George Stevens (1956)); the rushing waterfall
that forms a backdrop to an inverted guitar that emerges in a man'’s hand
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from behind a ridge (Trader Horn, W.S. Van Dyke (1931)); Gregory Peck'’s
fingers groping for and grasping a rock in the milky water to brain Robert
Mitchum with (Cape Fear, J. Lee Thompson (1961)); the love letter left on
a doorstep that slowly dissolves in a downpour of rain (They’re a Weird
Mob, Michael Powell (1966)). To be sure, the symptomatic clairvoyance of
examples like these—which are specific to me; you’ll have a different set,
right?—takes us back full circle to the imaginative manipulations of Modot
in L’Age d’or, Kiki in L’Etoile de mer, and Alex Allin, the priest in The Seashell
and the Clergyman. Like Barthes, we’'ve been pricked by the punctum, in
that fulgurating moment when we egoistically recuperate the “off-center
detail” and thus scupper the cultural contract encoded in the studium, the
polite, half-interested reciprocation of creator and consumer. There’s some-
thing both winning and winsome, feisty and forlorn, about such perverse
special pleading. It’s hard not to laugh at Karl Kraus’s observation that
“There is no more unfortunate creature under the sun than a fetishist who
yearns for a woman’s shoe and has to settle for the whole woman.”

The subtitle of Edward Young's Night Thoughts is “The Complaint and
the Consolation.” The consoling excitement felt by the first Surrealists for
the films of Chaplin, Pearl White, and Douglas Fairbanks had floundered
and flopped into complaint by the late 1920s. Soupault’s valedictory un-
derstanding that “the cinema was not a perfected toy but the terrible and
magnificent flag of life” (“Cinema U.S.A.,” q.v.) quickly gave way to René
Crevel’s sarcasm—"“once the light’s back on, after having put up with the
banalities on the screen you count all those gold moldings on the ceiling”
(“Battlegrounds and Commonplaces,” q.v.)—and then to Benjamin Péret’s
bilious accusation that “the cinema, a cultural form without precedent,
has developed into an industry governed by sordid market forces inca-
pable of distinguishing a work of the mind from a sack of flour” (“Against
Commercial Cinema,” q.v.). The pessimism that gradually overtook the
Surrealists was not wholly extramural: some of them were working in film
and saw it from within the prison walls. For Desnos, writing in 1927, this
new pessimism was due to the intervention of technical interests, to the
petrifaction of cinematic codes, and to the consolidation of big business.
The arrival of sound prompted further gloomy prediction.

Things had indeed changed dramatically in a few years. The cinema that
originally thrilled Breton, Soupault, Aragon, and friends was, in 1918, truly
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in the melting pot, fermenting in its own “intuitive period.” Mack Sennett’s
A Film Johnnie (1914) demonstrates this well. It’s set in a studio where a
film is being made. Sennett—of whom Breton said “Mack Sennett is Surre-
alist in movement”—appears as the director. We see camera setups, rudi-
mentary sets, etc. Charlie Chaplin inevitably contrives to get under
everybody’s feet, of course, but where the film is interesting is in its allu-
sion to the spontaneous—a Surrealist might say “automatic”—way films
were being made at that time. We cut from the mayhem in the studio to an
employee in the street who telephones Sennett with news of a fire: “Just
what we need to finish the picture!” Straightaway the cast and crew drive
to the burning location and complete the now revised film. The violent,
libidinous character Chaplin plays stands in marked contrast to the dreary,
inadequate waif he has become by 1925 and The Gold Rush. The one dis-
turbing image in that film is of Chaplin disemboweling a feather pillow
after a visit from the girl he loves. The onanistic symbolism would be re-
prised by Modot in L'’Age d’or.

(This is perhaps the moment to open a parenthesis on Chaplin and
“Chaplinism.” Like many radical intellectuals of the interwar period, the
Surrealists eulogized Chaplin—*“Charlot”—as both creator and man. A typi-
cal pen portrait was inscribed by Paul Guitard in La Révolution surréaliste’s
sister review Clarté in 1925:

Always, and at every moment, Charlot strives to escape reality,
because reality is ugly, demeaning, a dead end. But he always knows
how to be TRUTHFUL within fantasy, real within the unreal. He is
the first among our Surrealists. . . . A poor blighter, instinctual, too,
close to nature, to authentic life; done down by the law and by
social conventions. . . . Charlot appears as an irreducible enemy of
the law. He is, logically so, in permanent revolt against this law’s
representative, the policeman. He is, as we’ve said, the poor blighter
society oppresses and exploits.

In the Second Manifesto Breton placed Chaplin alongside Hegel, Feuerbach,
Marx, Lautréamont, Rimbaud, Jarry, Freud, and Trotsky as an authentic
révolté, one of the privileged witnesses “of a century of truly lacerating
philosophy and poetry.” When Chaplin was hauled over the coals for his
“depraved” morals in 1927, the Surrealists leapt to his defense in their
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manifesto (“Hands Off Love,” q.v.). However, Chaplin’s waxing sentimen-
tality, and the displacement of Surrealist interest toward other more cere-
bral screen comedians—Keaton, Langdon, Fields, and the Marx Brothers—
ensured that by 1952, and Jean-Louis Bédouin’s polemical “Chaplin, the
Copper’s Nark” (q.v.), the worm had well and truly turned.)

With the hardening of political attitudes after Breton, Aragon, Péret,
Fluard, and Unik joined, albeit briefly, the French Communist Party in
1927, a more reflective, less delirious, attitude toward cinema developed:
to what extent did the content of any given film support the Surrealist
revolution? Here the Surrealists were echoing, and broadening, contempo-
rary leftist debates about Tendenzkunst. Cretinizing as it was by definition,
being an eddy in the gulf stream of merchandise that traversed the Atlan-
tic—cf. the first paragraph of “Hands Off Love”—the Surrealists maintained
that Hollywood cinema was still capable of producing the odd film, “Sur-
realist” in inverted commas, that expressed libertarian ideas sympathetic
to theirs. W.S. Van Dyke’s White Shadows of the South Seas (1928) was one
“such. The film’s tendentious Rousseauism, its motif of amour fou, and its
unremitting pessimism about Western civilization and its god were con-
gruent with their point of view. Necessity dictated this turning toward
mainstream cinema for comfort. The first wave of Surrealist films, begin-
ning with The Seashell and The Clergyman in 1927, taking in L’Etoile de mer
(1928), Un chien andalou (1929), Georges Hugnet’s La Perle (1929), and peak-
ing with L’Age d’or in 1930, had come and gone. The ideological realign-
ments in the group following the battles of 1929 muddied the waters. Then
the introduction of sound helped put the means of production beyond the
reach of most independent filmmakers. Equally crucial was police chief
Chiappe’s banning of L’Age d’or: after that, where was there to go?

To be sure, from a revolutionary standpoint the impact Hollywood had
on the masses couldn’t be ignored. Although there was little chance that
they could appropriate the means of production for themselves, the Surre-
alists continued to believe that in extremis Hollywood could argue their
case for them. The overwhelming evidence of films like Seventh Heaven,
Berkeley Square, and Peter Ibbetson suggested that this was so. The “Surreal-
ist” content of Peter Ibbetson still staggers today. In L’Amour fou Breton placed
Hathaway’s “prodigious” film alongside L’Age d’or as “a triumph of Surreal-
ist thought.” It addresses the same problems Breton does in his book: the
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transcendent materialism of desire, the dialectic linking reality and the
dream. In Peter Ibbetson Peter and Mary, childhood sweethearts, are parted
after the death of the boy’s mother. Twenty years later, practicing as an
architect, Peter is employed by the Duchess of Towers. The pair, who do
not yet recognize one another, gradually feel a mysterious rapport evi-
denced in shared dreams. When Peter blurts out his love to Mary’s suspi-
cious husband, their childhood relationship is revealed. In the ensuing
fight he Kills the duke. Jailed for life, his back broken by a vicious jailer,
Peter is given only hours to live. That night he dreams he is visited by
Mary in his cell. Though he can miraculously walk again, he cannot sum-
mon up enough belief to walk through the bars as she has done. Mary
promises to prove the power of dream by visiting the prison next day and
giving him a ring. Peter lives; Mary brings the ring. As a warder gives him
the ring Peter says: “It looks like a ring but it isn’t. It’s the wall of a world.
Inside it is desire. Inside she lives. It’s a world, with every road, every path,
and the eighth sea.” Peter now believes; he walks through the bars. And in
their nightly dream Peter and Mary are united in a paradisal landscape.

The symbiosis of mental and material life is asserted from the start of the
film. Childhood obsessions and symbolic actions are shown to determine
adult life (the maquettes Peter builds as an architect are adult toys). The
prison bars through which Peter passes every night are prefigured by the
railings he squeezed through as a boy to get into Mary’s next-door garden.
Peter’s adult fixations, his longing for Mary’s love, hinge on two incidents
from childhood which predicted his mother’s death: a quarrel in which he
accidentally broke a doll’s face, a wagon he couldn’t complete because he
lacked the wheels. In the dream both are reconstituted.

Sad to say, Peter Ibbetson’s happy ending tends to undermine the film’s
main thrust. Mary dies; Peter is alone in their dream. Her voice comes
down from heaven: he can join her there for eternity. Such Christian clo-
sure runs through many of the Hollywood amour fou films canonized by
the Surrealists, and seems at odds with their own atheism and
anticlericalism. In these movies Eros gives way to agape, or so it seems (but
observe the erotic underpinning of Peter’s obsessions, as discussed above).
When love and metaphysics are in the frame, Christianity comes to the
rescue. (We should also bear in mind that between 1934 and 1948 all Hol-
lywood movies were vetted by the Roman Catholic-dominated produc-
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tion code.) But beggars can’t be choosers. . . . And indeed this very strain-
ing after conventionality can have contradictory results, as in Seventh
Heaven, when Chico, the atheist street-cleaner, ultimately finds God “within
himself,” but only because he is blinded/castrated: an unwitting (?) indict-
ment of the Christian idea. ,

The diaspora wrought by the Second World War only interrupted the
elaboration of Surrealist cinema, it didn't end it. The situation in 1945
bears comparison with 1918. Occupied Europe had been starved of films,
of a nonfascist variety, anyway. René Clair estimated that between 1940
and 1944 French audiences were denied a thousand Hollywood features.
(Actually, the figure was twice that.) Serge Guilbaut tells us in How New
York Stole the Idea of Modern Art that, as a sneaky codicil to the May 1946
Blum-Byrnes Accord on U.S. economic aid, the Americans pushed through
a revised quota for Hollywood films, upping the old figure of six out of
thirteen weeks exhibition for their product on French screens to nine out
of thirteen. As well as hampering the revival of the French film industry,
the measure opened the floodgates to a huge backlog of American movies.
In response to this inundation, various factions within a renascent French
film culture began to tackle the ideological and aesthetic problems of popu-
lar Hollywood film. In 1918 Hollywood was a balmy hot bath; in 1945,
and on the eve of the Cold War, a fetid cold douche. Yet, however water-
tight the nascent Cold Warriors wanted things, there was still the odd bit
of soap to slip on. A previously uncharted, worm-in-the-bud genre could
declare itself, a genre like film noir, admirable in its amoral pessimism, its
violence and perversity, its corrosive critique of corrupted power. (It was
during this period that a young Surrealist sympathizer called Raymond
Borde, who was to make a film with Breton in 1964 about the artist Pierre
Molinier, began the researches that culminated in his ground-breaking book,
co-authored with Etienne Chaumeton, Panorama du film noir américain,
1941-1953.) Their euphoric beaching on the sandbars of popular film stood
the Surrealists in good stead. Pessimism about Hollywood cinema remained
a constant, however, punctuated only by the odd “Surrealist” trouvaille
like Dark Passage or Gun Crazy, or the occasional flash of poetry in some
celluloid sliver or other. Neither the Marshall nor the Molotov Plan! Given
their hatred of Stalinism and their postwar suspicion of Marxism tout court,
the Surrealists rejected the Manichean cleft stick: East privileged over West,
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Russian over American imperialism. In this they plowed a lonely furrow.
Such outsider status had its stresses, but its epiphanies, too. The produc-
tion of a clutch of short films, plus the founding of a review devoted solely
to cinema, demonstrated the importance of the medium for the Paris group
around Breton. In 1951 Georges Goldfayn and Jindrich Heisler completed
their collage film Revue surréaliste. A year later Michel Zimbacca and Jean-
Louis Bédouin made L'Invention du monde, with commentary by Péret. The
review L'Age du cinéma, invoking the “cinema age” Breton alluded to in “As
in a Wood” (q.v.), ran to five wonderful issues through 1951. The publisher
was Adonis (Ado) Kyrou; Robert Benayoun was editor-in-chief; the editorial
board comprised Ion Daifis, Maxime Ducasse, Georges Goldfayn, Georges
Kaplan, J.C. Lambert, and Gérard Legrand. The editorial in issue 1 reads:

For cinematic oneirism, contra drab realism, L’Age du cinéma intends ‘
to illuminate every manifestation of the Avant-Garde. Cinema is not |
a static art and the Avant-Garde of 1951 does not consist, as some
people think, in the clumsy plagiarizing of 1920s filmmaking; far
from being a well-tried formula, it is a state of mind. It is reflected
more in the personal visions of certain unusual individuals; it is
discovered by chance in serials, comedies, musicals, adventure films,
and productions for kids rather than in the “difficult” masterpieces
of the kind of men considered as geniuses. Richness of inspiration,
the prerogative of many low-budget films, seems to us more
important than the retrograde tours de force of certain aesthetes.

In a statement that sits uneasily with most definitions of the avant-garde,
the L’Age du cinéma editors disavowed the customary benchmark of formal
invention and antinarrative intent, invoking instead a viable oddness of
vision on the vitiated periphery of mainstream cinema. Number 4-5 of the
review is a bumper Surrealist issue. In many ways the crowning achieve-
ment of their thought on film and, indeed, one of the most important of
all Surrealist collective statements, this number is a powerhouse of past
and future obsessions. (Many of the translations in The Shadow and Its
Shadow have come from it.)

After a brief hiatus, the Surrealists began collaborating on the film maga-
zine Positif, founded in May 1952. Ado Kyrou and Raymond Borde black-
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ened its pages after issue 10. Issue 12, November-December 1954, had Rob-
ert Benayoun in it. He became an editor in May 1962 and celebrated by
publishing his Surrealist colleagues, José Pierre, Legrand, and Goldfayn.
Positif, though, was not a Surrealist journal. Various currents of the French
left were to be found in it: Marxists, Surrealists, liberals. A 1974 policy
statement outlined its original platform, well informed by Surrealism:

1. To restore films to their political and social context, thus
mistrusting a purely formal and apparently “objective” approach
which served as a criterion to conservative criticism. Needless to say,
this work aims at the ideological content of the film itself, but also
at the conditions of production, distribution, and reception (the
relationship to the spectator).

2. To approach films without any political, aesthetic, or moral
puritanism. Standing against Stalinist criticism, which refused all
entertainment movies as “the opium of the people,” and against
bourgeois criticism which came to the same conclusions in the
name of our national cultural values and the corruption of a
“noble” art, Positif was to undertake an argumentative defense of
popular genres.

Still going strong, Positif for many years defined itself in opposition to its
almost exact contemporary, Cahiers du cinéma. In a 1962 polemic (“The
Emperor Is Naked”) against the New Wave of Truffaut, Chabrol, and Godard
(who remained his béte noire), Benayoun described Positif’s line this way:

We shall not indulge in the unbelievable glibness of talking about
the cinema solely in technical terms, we shall refuse to set any limit
on our imagination, and we shall subject films to all kinds of
analogy. We shall base our appreciation of cinema on the
identification of the intellectual content with its external envelope,
and we shall make a sharp distinction between personal style and
the mannerisms of the day. We shall go back to the fundamental
idea of a “personal universe” that was established by the review
L’Age du cinéma. We shall answer any attempts to confuse by
applying unruffied analysis which, while completely impervious to
notions of fashion, will not exclude the wildest interpretations.
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The collective endeavor of L’Age du cinéma and Positif spawned the cru-
cial theorizing you get in books by Kyrou, Benayoun, Legrand, and Kral.
It's a body of work that, bar the enthusiasm of a Ray Durgnat, is more or
less occluded from Anglo-Saxon scholarship. In Le Surréalisme au cinéma
(1953; revised editions 1963 and 1985) Ado Kyrou gives us his reading of
film history and an extended essay on Bufiuel. As well as manifestly Surre-
alist films he glosses the latent kind. In this, his book even now provides a
sure, if dated, guide to the use-value of a vast number of movies drawn
from every genre. Some of his gleanings may need winnowing today, but
that’s because the book is a manic, even naive polemic intended to over-
whelm and not convince the opposition. (For instance, in the preface to
the 1985 edition, published only months before the author’s death, Kyrou
claimed Raul Ruiz for Surrealism.) Amour-érotisme et cinéma (1957; revised
edition 1967) is a lavishly illustrated, lyrical, and iconoclastic tome with
chapters on love/eroticism in horror movies, comedies, musicals, thrillers,
Westerns, and melodramas; on screen divas like Clara Bow, Mae West, Louise
Brooks, and Marlene Dietrich; on directors like Borzage, Von Sternberg,
Murnau, Bunuel, and Resnais. Manuel du petit parfait spectateur (1959) is
Kyrou’s waggish guide to in-house liberty taking, along the lines of Breton
and Vaché’s disorienting wining and dining in the front stalls. Kyrou also
penned a partisan study of Bufiuel (1962; English translation 1963). After
1957 he made short films, the scenario of one, An Honest Man, being pub-
lished in English in 1964. His second feature, drawn from a scenario by
Bunuel and Jean-Claude Carriere, was The Monk (1972); it is, alas, of little
merit. Robert Benayoun is perhaps best known today for his sumptuous
volume The Look of Buster Keaton (1984; French edition 1982) and his study
of Woody Allen (1986). Along with Le Dessin animé apres Walt Disney (1961),
his studies of his alter ego Jerry Lewis (1972), John Huston (1966), Alain
Resnais (1980), and Tex Avery (1988) are of note. Benayoun directed two
rarely seen feature films, plus a bio-documentary about the late Surrealist
leader, Passage Breton (1970). Gérard Legrand always made a distinction
between his Surrealist work—which included co-writing, with Breton, L’Art
magique (1957)—and his film criticism. Nevertheless, it is worth signaling
his Cinémanie (1979), which draws on Panofsky to present an iconological
theory of mise-en-scene, focusing particularly on the work of Fritz Lang.
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Readers of V.F. Perkins and Andrew Sarris will feel at home here. Legrand
has also published a study of the Taviani brothers (1990). Petr Kral, too, no
longer foregrounds his Surrealist past—he was part of the Czech group
that also included Jan Svankmajer; he left for Paris after the Prague Spring—
but his magnificent two-part study of silent comedy, Le Burlesque ou Morale
de la tarte a la creme (1984) and Les Burlesques ou Parade des somnambules
(1986), is redolent with it. I have translated and published Kral’s Private
Screening (1985), a meandering collation of personalized clips, involuntary
films-within-the-film, together with reflections on the unique experience
of filmgoing (cf. “The Ideal Summa,” q.v.).

As to this book, there is much herein of a historiographical nature, espe-
cially material on that Hollywood “Surrealism” discussed above. The field
is enormous, even if we look no further than Kyrou’s books and the pages
of Positif. I have had to be selective in choosing the texts and have kept to
the Surrealist celebration of the marvelous, humor, and love.

The marvelous—our experience of the perturbing flux between the imagi-
nary and the real—is the crucible of Surrealism. There is, though, a distinc-
tion to be made between the marvelous and its stunted relative, the fantas-
tic. In “The Fantastic — the Marvelous” (q.v.) Kyrou associates the former
with any religious or spiritualist interpretation of the awesome uncanniness
of phenomena: sons of god, angels, life after death, and the like. Such a
masochistic evasion of the law of desire is set against the absolute material-
ism of the marvelous, a sacred category, euphoric and tumultuous in nature,
out of which man is driven to explore a nonalienated, holistic being-in-the
world. Thus, given its frame of reference—the world of reason cataclysmi-
cally dislocated by monstrous forces—the horror film often bears an oneiric,
iconoclastic charge (cf. Jean Ferry’s “Concerning King Kong,” q.v.).

Like Artaud in his 1932 essay on the Marx Brothers, Petr Kral links hu-
mor with tragedy and eroticism in “Larry Semon’s Message” (q.v.). Build-
ing on the ideas in Dali’s “Abstract of a Critical History of the Cinema”
(q.v.), Kral argues that the “materialist” gag—the kind found in silent com-
edy—is a supreme form of “concrete irrationality,” in which a quantitative
squandering, a kind of potlatch, is linked to the singular quality of certain
objects—false beards, Model T Fords, hose pipes—to form an irrational
system. What the Surrealists saw in silent screen comedy was the elevation
of new mythic symbols on a par with the ones called for in the L’Age d’or
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manifesto (q.v.). Semon actualizes the same unwholesome forces of the
imagination, opposed to the hygienic, bourgeois world, as does Gaston
Modot in Bufiuel’s film. The comedians the Surrealists adored are Sennett,
Chaplin, Langdon, Keaton, the Marx Brothers, Fields, and Jerry Lewis, to-
gether with animators like Max Fleischer, Chuck Jones, and Tex Avery.

Mainstream cinema comes ethically closest to Surrealism in the expres-
sion of love. Breton claimed that

What is most specific of all the means of the camera is obviously the
power to make concrete the forces of love which, despite
everything, remain deficient in books, simply because nothing in
them can render the seduction or distress of a glance or certain
feelings of priceless giddiness. The radical powerlessness of the
plastic arts in this domain goes without saying (one imagines that it
has not been given to the painter to show us the radiant image of a
kiss). The cinema is alone in extending its empire there, and this
alone would be enough for its consecration. (“As in a Wood,” q.v.)

The phenomenon of the couple, the man and woman whose transgressive
love unites them against a repressive society conspiring to contain their
passion, characterizes mad love. Or at least this is one sociological version of
a perennially potent myth, because we're speaking here of a kind of Surreal-
ist Tendenzkunst, a content-based, propagandist appraisal of aesthetic ob-
jects. Kyrou’s knowledge of cinema was of the widest and he reaffirmed and
enlarged the canon of mad-love movies, but in so doing he blunted the
dialectical finesse, the antireductionist lyricism, of Breton’s own exposition
of amour fou in his 1937 book, to the extent of substituting the latter’s vision
with his own more reified conception. (Perhaps this is unfair to Kyrou, since
integration of the extra-Surrealist artifact is as old as the movement itself,
Breton himself being always ahead of the game.) The Ur-expression of mad
love remains, of course, L’Age d’or. However, the commercial cinema has
given us such amorous lights as Seventh Heaven (Frank Borzage, 1927), White
Shadows of the South Seas (W.S. Van Dyke, 1928), One Way Passage (Tay Garnett,
1932), Berkeley Square (Frank Lloyd, 1933), Peter Ibbetson (Henry Hathaway,
1935), Dark Passage (Delmer Daves, 1947), Gun Crazy (Joseph H. Lewis, 1949),
Portrait of Jennie (William Dieterle, 1949), Manon (Georges Clouzot, 1950),
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Pandora and the Flying Dutchman (Albert Lewin, 1951), Clara de Montargis
(Henri Decoin, 1952), and I Died a Thousand Times (Stuart Heisler, 1955).
Since Kyrou’s demise in the mid-1980s, the genre shows no sign of abating:
I would argue for the inclusion of No End (Krzystof Kieslowski, 1984), Made
in Heaven (Alan Rudolph, 1987), Les Amants du Pont-Neuf (Léo Carax, 1991),
and The Lovers of the Arctic Circle Julio Medem, 1998). (This theme can easily
disintegrate into amour flou: I'd place Patrice Leconte’s La Fille sur le pont in
this category.) The fusion of love and eroticism, Kyrou argued, is consonant
with mad love. He saw evidence of their separation everywhere, love with-
out eroticism, eroticism without love: should a film fall into either category
it ceased to be of interest (“Eroticism = Love,” q.v.). (For all that, Robert
Lebel’s “Pornographers & Co.” (q.v.), flies in the face of Kyrou’s dyad.) In
1964 Nelly Kaplan, the director of Dirty Mary, called for a female seer, armed
with a camera, to lambaste the monopoly men have had in the representa-
tion of eroticism (“Au Repas des Guerriéres,” q.v.). Closer to tantra, say, than
to occidental ideas of sexuality—or, if occidental, refracted through the op-
tic of Freud and of Sade (cf. Robert Benayoun, “Zaroff; or, The Prosperities of
Vice,” q.v.)—the Surrealist cult of Eros encouraged the valorization of the
Eternal Feminine as a “naturalized,” redemptive lever capable of overturn-
ing, for the good of humanity, bankrupt, repressive “male” ontologies.
(Breton’s Arcane 17 of 1947 set the agenda here.) Ergo, in the cinema the
auratic female star became the subject of this wistful libertarian male gaze
(cf. Jacques Rigaut’s “Mae Murray,” q.v., and Joseph Cornell’s ““Enchanted
Wanderer,”” q.v.). Heroines of celluloid, heroines of paper: the Surrealists
also idealized fictional redemptrixes like M.G. Lewis’s Matilda, Wilhelm
Jensen’s Gradiva, Emily Bronté’s Catherine. And paper into celluloid: Bufiuel’s
rip-roaring version of Wuthering Heights—Abismos de Pasién (1953)—in which
Yorkshire farmhouse gives way to Mexican hacienda, is a truly Sadean cri-
tique of elective love, underpinned by delirious cruelty and excess. A real
gila monster. After 1924 and the eulogization of Germaine Berton, anarchist
assassin, the Surrealists repeatedly lauded the female criminal as extermi-
nating angel of the hated bourgeoisie. And so a film about the murderous
Papin sisters was homaged by Alain Joubert in his essay on Les Abysses, “Iron
in the Wound"” (q.v.). A real coco-de-mer, Papatakis’s movie.

André Breton died in 1966. Three years later diverse members of the Paris
Surrealist Group, taking the oft-debated issue of the movement’s occulta-
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tion to a conclusion, opted for terminating collective activity. Doubtless the
dashing of the hopes of May '68, the ethos of which the Surrealists had done
much to prepare, played a part, but the truth of the matter is that as an
organized international movement Surrealism could not survive the loss of
its sheet anchor. The autodissolutionists, led by Jean Schuster, executor of
Breton’s legacy, were opposed in 1969 by figures like Vincent Bounoure,
who, before lapsing a decade later into silence, continued a militant but
embattled activity. Bounoure’s faction broadened contact with the Czech
Surrealists, forced underground after the Prague Spring by totalitarian re-
pression, as they had been in 1939 and 1948. (Vratislav Effenberger, leader
of the Czech Group, was fired from his post as a philosophy teacher and
given work as a night watchman: a poetical circumstance given the Surreal-
ist privileging of “night,” and a droll echo of that other great revolutionary
lantern man, Diogenes.) While other groups—in Chicago, London, Madrid, -
Paris, and elsewhere—have, during the 1970s, ‘80s, and '90s defended an
epigonic “Surrealism in aspic,” it was the Prague Surrealists who under ex-
tremely hostile conditions produced exciting and progressive work. Their
playful and blackly humorous take on the contemporary world is well known
in the West—Ilargely thanks to the efforts of Atelier Koninck; the Quay Broth-
ers, and Keith Griffiths, that is—through the films of Jan Svankmajer. Since
the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the Czech Surrealists have reemerged from
clandestinity as a visible collective force.

In the elective site of Paris, a certain historicizing activity centered, be-
tween 1986 and 1992, around ACTUAL, an assembly of ex-Surrealists whose
ambition was to create an “ideal palace” housing the collected archives of
forty-five years of activity. (Among the founding sponsors were Blanchot,
Césaire, Paz.) Largely animated by Schuster, José Pierre, and Edouard Jaguer,
this project was founded on the distinction between a historical Surreal-
ism, which began in 1924 and ended in 1969, and an eternal one, a basic
component of the human mind: a confidence in desire, a faith in revolt, a
belief in the poetic voice.

Often, as the tarry pellicle uncoiled from the capstan of the projector
our oceanic imaginations unpicked the braid of images that tarried on the
screen’s white sail, teasing out the occulted wisp, cinema’s essential red
thread. But the conspicuous consumption of a superabundance of filmic
emblems is today under threat, if not already in abeyance. The dynamic,
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heterogeneric Hollywood Kyrou adored no longer exists. TV is too thin a
gruel in too small a bowl to satisfy. The video samizdat is a poor second
and encourages the further privatization of experience. In the year of his
centenary Bufiuel has achieved sainthood. The European art cinema that
could throw up an oeuvre nourished on Surrealism—take Resnais’—has
come and gone. Yet the vibration still resonates in the work of Jodo Botelho,
Arturo Ripstein, Julio Medem, and Raul Ruiz. Thanks be, then, for a film
like Ruiz’s City of Pirates (1983). Using automatic writing to elaborate his
script, the Chilean ex-pat has given us a purely Surrealist heroine in Isidore,
part Ophelia, Salomé, Berenice, prone to trances, somnambulism, contact
with “the other side.” Her calm violence links her to the real life murder-
esses exalted by Breton’s circle, and by Jacques Lacan. Just as Lacan’s con-
frontational psychoanalysis, in which the analyst assiduously stays off the
analysand’s wavelength, is inspired by the idea of “Surrealist dialogue,” so
Ruiz’s scatty scenario draws on this exuberant mode of cross-purposeful
discourse to depict the oneiric tale of a deluded woman wandering a phan-
tom city by a briny bereft of buccaneers.

And you and I? Let us aspire to be that kind of stalwart analyst, frame our
own cross-purposeful riposte to the spectacular image bank of neoliberal
capitalism. Virtuality has nothing in common with immanence. We sense
that real life is elsewhere, and with a vengeance. Would ours be, then, a
countersimulacrum? Maybe, but who's to say that we cannot claim the free-
dom to act as if the swashbuckling project of realizing love, liberty, and
poetry were not yet complete? Could ever be complete? As if the quest for
wholeness were a fata morgana? However barnacled the cinematic appara-
tus, however lovelorn our cinephilia, cinema remains a treasure island en-
tombing the doubloons of the cathartic image. Three pieces of eight make
twenty-four; twenty-four, as in twenty-four frames per second. The screen’s
our Jolly Roger, the phosphorescent skull and crossbones a symbol of our
deadly quest to relive the lustful, dangerous moment of looking, our shame-
less, originary scopophilia. From this all things proceed. Pandora dismasts
the Flying Dutchman in the endless sleep of Davy Jones’s locker. Wasn’t one
of the most moving and unfathomable objects recovered from the Titanic
that rusted, squelchy tin of movie film? Some may see the incandescent
ontological idea of Surrealism as the kind of lifeline that’ll yank you down
to the bottom. No, I take it to be Buster Keaton'’s floating anchor.
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Some surrealist advice

The Surrealist Group

See

Mélies

Cohl
Feuillade
Mack Sennett
Chaplin
Stroheim
Langdon
Christensen
Wiene
Murnau

Paul Leni
Kuleshov
Pudovkin
Eisenstein
Richter

Fritz Lang
Pabst (died 1932)
Renoir
Cavalcanti
Dickinson
Man Ray
Buifiuel

Vigo

Tod Browning
De Santis
Van Dyke
Storck
Clouzot
Sternberg

Don'’t See
Lumiere
Disney
Delluc
Capra

Gance

Dreyer

Dupont

Griffith

Leni Riefenstahl
Nicolai Ekk
Dovzhenko
Dziga Vertov
Deslaw
Lubitsch
Steinhoff

Grierson
Carol Reed
Kirsanov

L'Herbier
Duvivier
Rouquier
Wyler
Machaty
Cocteau
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Lewin Pagnol
Cooper-Schoedsack Bresson
Sjoberg Sjostrom
King Vidor David Lean
Pierre Prévert P. Sturges
James Whale Feyder

John Huston René Clément
Visconti Genina

Lewis Leenhardt
Hamer Rossellini

See, besides, the following films, exceptions to the rest of their director’s
work:

Le Brasier ardent Volkov
One Way Passage Garnett
Viva Villa! Conway
Peter Ibbetson Hathaway
I Am a Fugitive From a Chain Gang LeRoy
Laura Preminger
Dark Passage D. Daves
Hellzapoppin H.C. Potter
Senza Pieta Lattuada
Malombra Soldati

One cannot fail to notice the possibly important omissions in this list.
These omissions are deliberate, the favorable elements counterbalancing
the unfavorable elements.

From L’Age du cinéma (Paris) 4-5 (August-November 1951): 2. According to this list,
the directors sans peer are Chaplin, Langdon, Renoir, Bufiuel, and Von Sternberg.
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War letter

Jacques Vaché

14.11.18

Dearest friend,

How depressed your letter found me!—I'm devoid of ideas, and not all
that clever, doubtless more than ever an unconscious registering device of
many things, all jumbled up—What crystallization? . .. I'll end the war
slightly senile, perhaps OK, like one of those splendid village idiots (and I
hopeldo)...orelse...orelse...whata film I'll play in!—With runaway
cars, you know the kind, bridges that give way, and enormous hands crawl-
ing across the screen toward some document or other! . . . Useless and in-
valuable!l—With such tragic conversations, in evening dress, behind an
eavesdropping palm treel—And then, of course, Charlie Chaplin, grinning,
with staring eyes. The Policeman forgotten in the trunk!!!

Telephone, shirtsleeve, people rushing about, with those bizarre, jerky
movements—William R.G. Eddie, who’s sixteen, thousands of black ser-
vants, with such beautiful gray-white hair, and a tortoiseshell monocle.
He’ll get married.

And I'll be a trapper or thief or explorer or hunter or miner or driller—
The Arizona Bar (Whiskey—Gin and mixed?), and beautiful, workable for-
ests, and you know those beautiful riding breeches with automatic pistols,
and the clean-shaven look, and such beautiful hands at solitaire. It'll end
in a fire, I tell you, or in a saloon, our fortunes made—Well.

What am I going to do, my poor friend, to endure these last months in
uniform?—(I've been told the war’s over)—I am at the end of my
tether ... and then THEY are mistrustful ... THEY are suspicious of
something . . . Aslong as THEY don’t bash my brains out while THEY have
me in their power.

I've read L.A.’s article on the cinema (in Film) with as much enjoyment
as I can muster at present. There are very amusing things to be done, when
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On décor
Louis Aragon -

O n the screen the great demon with white teeth, bare arms, speaks an
extraordinary language, the language of love. People of all nations
hear it and are more moved by the drama enacted before a wall decorated
poetically with posters than by the tragedy we bid the subtlest actor per-
form before the showiest set. Here trompe-!’oeil fails: naked sentiment tri-
umphs, and the setting must equal it in poetic power to touch our hearts.

A barroom door that swings and on the window the capital letters of
unreadable and marvelous words, or the vertiginous, thousand-eyed facade
of the thirty-story house, or this rapturous display of tinned goods (what
great painter has composed this?), or this counter with the row of bottles
that makes you drunk just to look at it: resources so new that despite being
repeated a hundred times they create a novel poetry for minds able to
respond to it, and for which the ten or twelve stories told man since the
discovery of fire and love will henceforth unfold without ever tiring the
sensibilities of this time which twilights, gothic castles, and tales of peas-
ant life have worn out. |

For a long time we have followed our elder brothers on the corpses of
other civilizations. Here is the time of life to come. No more do we go to
Bayreuth or Ravenna with Barres to be moved. The names of Toronto and
Minneapolis seem more beautiful to us. Someone mentioned modern magic.
How better to explain the superhuman, despotic power such elements ex-
ercise even on those who recognized them, elements till now decried by
people of taste, and which are the most powerful on souls least sensitive to
the enchantment of filmgoing?

Before the appearance of the cinematograph hardly any artist dared use
the false harmony of machines and the obsessive beauty of commercial
inscriptions, posters, evocative lettering, really common objects, everything
that celebrates our life, not some artificial convention that excludes corned
beef and tins of polish. Today these courageous precursors, painters or poets, |

50



ON DECOR

witness their own triumph, they who knew how to be moved by a newspa-
per or a packet of cigarettes, when the public thrills and communes with
them before the kind of décor whose beauty they had predictéd. They
knew the fascination of hieroglyphs on walls which an angel scribbled at
the end of a feast, or that ironic obsession imposed by destiny on the un-
fortunate hero’s travels. Those letters advertising a brand of soap are the
equivalent of characters on an obelisk or the inscription in a book of spells:
they describe the fate of an era. We had already seen them as elements in
the art of Picasso, Georges Braque, and Juan Gris. Before them, Baudelaire
knew the import you could draw from a sign. Alfred Jarry, the immortal
author of Ubu roi, had used scraps of this modern poetry. But only the
cinema which directly addresses the people could impose these new sources
of human splendor on a rebellious humanity searching for its soul.

We must open our eyes in front of the screen, we must analyze the feel-
ing that transports us, reason it out to discover the cause of that sublima-
tion of ourselves. What new attraction do we, surfeited with theater, find
in this black-and-white symphony, the poorest of means, deprived of ver-
bal giddiness and the stage’s perspective? Itisn’t the sight of eternally simi-
lar passions, nor—as one would have liked to believe—the faithful repro-
duction of a nature the Thomas Cook Agency puts within our reach, but
the magnification of the Kinds of objects that, without artifice, our feeble
minds can raise up to the superior life of poetry. The proof of this lies in
the pitiful boredom of films that draw the elements of their lyricism from
the shabby arsenal of old poetic ideas, already known and patented: his-
torical films, films in which lovers die of moonlight, mountain, and ocean,‘
exotic films, films born of all the old conventions. All our emotion exists
for those dear old American adventure films that speak of daily life and
manage to raise to a dramatic level a banknote on which our attention is
riveted, a table with a revolver on it, a bottle that on occasion becomes a
weapon, a handkerchief that reveals a crime, a typewriter that’s the hori-
zon of a desk, the terrible unreeling ticker tape with its magic ciphers that
enrich or ruin bankers. Oh! that grid of a wall in The Wolves which the
shirtsleeved stockbroker wrote the latest prices on! And that contraption
Charlie Chaplin struggled with in The Firernan!

Poets without being artists, children sometimes fix their attention on an
object to the point where their concentration makes it grow larger, grow
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so much it completely occupies their visual field, assumes a mysterious
aspect, and loses all relation to its purpose. Or they repeat a word end-
lessly, so often it divests itself of meaning and becomes a poignant and
pointless sound that makes them cry. Likewise, on the screen, objects that
were a few moments ago sticks of furniture or books of cloakroom tickets
are transformed to the point where they take‘\on menacing or enigmatic
meanings. The theater is powerless where such emotive concentration is
concerned. |

To endow with a poetic value that which does not yet possess it, to will-
fully restrict the field of vision so as to intensify expression: these are two
properties that help make cinematic décor the perfect setting for modern
beauty.

If today the cinema does not always show itself to be the powerful evo-
cator it might be, even in the best of those American films that enable a
screen poetry to be redeemed from the farrago of theatrical adaptations, it
is because the metteurs en scene, though sometimes possessed of a keen
sense of its beauty, do not recognize its philosophical qualities. I would
hope a filmmaker were a poet and a philosopher, and a spectator who
judges his own work as well. Fully to appreciate, say, Chaplin’s The Vaga-
bond, 1 think it indispensable to know and love Pablo Picasso’s “Blue Pe-
riod” paintings, in which slim-hipped Harlequins watch over-upright
women comb their hair, to have read Kant and Nietzsche, and to believe
one’s soul is loftier than other people’s. You’re wasting your time watching
Mon gentilhomme batailleur if you haven't first read Edgar Allan Poe’s “The
Philosophy of Furniture,” and if you don’t know The Adventures of Arthur
Gordon Pym, what pleasure can you take in the Naufrage de I’Alden-Bess?
Watch a thousand imperfect films with this aesthetic in mind, then, and
only then, seek to extract beauty from them, those synthetic elements for
a better mise-en-scene. Films are the only film school, remember that. It’s
there you'll encounter useful material, providing you can discern it. This
innovation isn’t so presumptuous: Charlie Chaplin fulfills the conditions
I’d like to see insisted on. If you need a model, look to him. He alone has
sought the intimate sense of cinema and, endlessly persevering in his en-
deavors, he has drawn comedy toward both the absurd and the tragic with
equal inspiration. The elements of the décor which surround Charlie’s per-
sona participate intimately in the action: nothing is useless there and noth-
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ing indispensable. The décor is Charlie’s very vision of the world which,
together with the discovery of mechanics and its laws, haunts the hero to
such an extent that by an inversion of values each inanimate object be-
comes a living thing for him, each human person a dummy whose starting
handle must be found. Drama or comedy, depending on the spectator, the
action is restricted to the struggle between the external world and human-
ity. The latter seeks to go beyond appearances, or let itself be duped by
them in turn, and by this fact unleashes a thousand social cataclysms, the
outcome of some changes or other of décor. I insist you study the compo-
sition of the décor in a Chaplin film.

Let the cinema take care: it is fine to be deprived of everything verbal,
but art must take the place of speech, and that entails something more
than the exact representation of life. It is its transposition following a su-
perior sensibility. Cinema, master of all its distortions, has already timidly .
tried this method, which seduced all our great painters after Ingres. An
independent spirit has become its defender in audacious projects, as yet
unrealizable. But the cinema tends to remain a succession of photographs.
The “cinegraphic” ideal is not the beautiful shot: hence I would violently
condemn those Italian films which have had their day and whose poetic
nonvalue and exultant nullity is obvious to us now. To seek out filmmak-
ers possessed of an aesthetic and a sense of beauty is not enough: this
would get us nowhere, we would soon be left out in the cold. We need a
new, audacious aesthetic, a sense of modern beauty. On this understand-
ing the cinema will rid itself of all the incongruous, impure, and harmful
base metal that links it to a theater whose indomitable enemy it is.

It is vital for cinema to assume a place in the preoccupations of the
artistic avant-gardes. These have designers, painters, sculptors. Appeal must
be made to them if one wants to bring some purity to the art of movement
and light. One wants to leave it to academicians, to johnny-come-lately
actors, and that’s madness, an anachronism. This art is too deeply of this
time to leave its future to the people of yesterday. Look ahead for support.
And don’t be afraid to offend the public who have indulged you up to
now. I know those to whom this task falls must expect incomprehension,
scorn, hatred. But that should not put them off. What a beautiful thing a
film barracked by the crowd is! I have only ever heard the public laugh at
the cinema. It’s time someone slapped the public’s face to see if there’s any

53



LOUIS ARAGON

blood beneath its skin. The consecration of catcalls that will gain cinema

the respect of people of feeling is still missing. Get it, and the purity that

attracts spittle emerges at last! When, before the naked screen lit by the

projector’s solitary beam, will we have that sense of formidable virginity,
The white concern of our sail?

O purity, purity!

First published in September 1918 in Louis Delluc’s Le Film. Reprinted in Alain and
Odette Virmaux, Les Surréalistes et le cinéma (Paris: Seghers, 1976), 107-111. This is
the Aragon essay Breton sent to Vaché at the front (Vaché, “War Letter,” g.v.). The
penultimate phrase quotes Mallarmé; the ultimate, Rimbaud.

54



Cinema U.S.A.

Philippe Soupault

ust when all French eyes were tired of seeing the same eternal “slices of
J life” over and over again on the theater stage, when the music halls
alone could still move our poor hearts seared by poetry for at least a mo-
ment, the cinema was born.

But soon the disappointment was greater than one might have expected.

Films were lamentable, insignificant, boring. They weren'’t even idiotic;
scriptwriters wanted to reach the people at any price, the people which
supposedly thrived on melodrama and sentimental comedy. So to make -
their tears flow the bright filmmakers scattered plenty of pretty blue flow-
ers on the celluloid.

The result wasn’t long emerging. Audiences did begin to cry, but from
laughter. You saw a little girl stolen by rascally gypsies, then discovered by
accident by her parents; a poor mother and her twelve kids beaten by a
brutal, drunken husband, ultimately avenged by drink and delirium tre-
mens. As the old song goes: “It was beautiful, yet it was sad, the fire brigade
chief was weeping into his helmet.”

Nothing was possible any more.

The boredom of evenings that drift like cigarette smoke and make you
yawn till sleep descends blossomed in the ardent lives of some young people,
my friends.

We used to walk the cold, deserted streets in search of an accident, an
encounter, life. To distract ourselves we had to hitch our imaginations to
sensational dreams. Still more colorful than maps of the world, the news-
papers used to distract us for a moment or two. For a few cents you could
travel the world and witness the marvelous and bloody dramas that mo-
mentarily illuminated some dot on the globe. We were thirsty, terribly
thirsty for that strange and powerful life, that life we drank like milk.

One of us, the strongest among us, Jacques Vaché, declared: “I'll be a
trapper or thief or explorer or hunter or miner or driller.”
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One day you saw huge posters, as long as snakes, stretching out along
the walls.

At each street corner a man, his face covered with a red handkerchief,
was pointing a revolver at the unconcerned passersby.

You thought you heard galloping, a motor kicking over, screams of death.

We descended on the cinemas and understood that everything had
changed.

Pearl White’s smile appeared on the screen; this almost ferocious smile
announced the upheavals of the new world.

We finally understood that the cinema was not a perfected toy but the
terrible and magnificent flag of life.

The small, dark cinemas we sat in became the theater of our outbursts of
laughter, rage, our great feelings of pride.

Wide-eyed, we read of crimes, departures, wonders, nothing less than
the poetry of our age.

We did not understand what was happening. We lived at speed, with
passion. It was a beautiful time. Doubtless many other things contributed
to its beauty, but American cinema was one of its finest ornaments. . . .

From Films (Paris) 15 (15 January 1924). Reprinted in Alain and Odette Virmaux, Les
Surréalistes et le cinéma (Paris: Seghers, 1976), 115-117. Courtesy Philippe Soupault.

56



Battlegrounds and
commonplaces

René Crevel

C inema, a commonplace. And a common place, what’s more, in the
literal as well as the metaphorical sense, since, once the light’s back
on, after having put up with the banalities on the screen, you can count all
those gold moldings on the ceiling which, in private drawing rooms and
suburban “Palais de Danse,” seduce the shopkeepers on the day of their
marriage, be this right- or left-handed.

Cinema, a common place. Yet we perennially seek to believe that this
will be a place of refuge from our boredom, just as in the Middle Ages
churches were a place of sanctuary from crime. But why do these walls and
their pretentious frescoes, this screen we were hoping for miracles from,
afford us such poor protection? In spite of all the gazes met with, the street
had already proved a disappointment. In the absence of all those glances
that might have done something for us, our indolence has expected a lot
of those black-and-white creatures with whom most adult males would
like to fall in love, as, once upon a time, adolescents did with the blond
and rosy Gaby Deslys. At pavement level you used to tell yourself the mar-
velous bliss could never end, since the marquee announced nonstop enter-
tainment. In her lair the cashier with her more than perfect curves and her
smile pinned on in just the right place seemed like a benevolent goddess.
A Circe in negative, who'd never turn men into pigs, but rather make of
each bank employee a Don Juan.

Why should we have believed her? Many a postcard Melisandre had
already tormented us with mad whims. A whole theory of femmes fatales,
of big lumps of women got up as soi-disant empresses, should have been
enough to disabuse us. Yet a single minute’s lyricism, the detail of a face,
the surprise of a gesture, have always been, and will always be, capable of
making us forget all sorts of wretched stories. You think of Caligari’s mad-
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man, of Lon Chaney’s metamorphoses, of the silvery reflection of an Afri-
can river, and you don’t leave your seat when bits of “The Marseillaise”
and the rumblings of national anthems announce a film about heroism.
And then, you read, Slavonia and Gergovia (laugh not) are at war. Gergovia,
Slavonia. From the Balkan hinterland anything’s possible. Slavonians and
Gergovians have a lot of national feeling, but the sad thing is there’s only
one country for the two peoples. A Corneille-like situation. And even more
alarming since there’s no braver man than a Gergovian, unless it be a
Slavonian, something which doesn’t, however, prevent there being no
braver man than a Slavonian, unless it be a Gergovian. All this is genuinely
tragic and the misery of those times even requires Pola Negri to become a
waitress in an inn. To console her, the cheap joint she cleans the stairs of
has been baptized “Hotel Imperial,” pending the time when an enemy
general will buy her dresses of gold lamé, with which she sweeps the steps
she’d toiled at scrubbing with iron shavings.

So Slavonians and Gergovians who are fighting over a fatherland, a ho-
tel, and Pola Negri raise a terrible amount of dust on the open plains and
indoors, too. Whence such an heroic atmosphere. In the orchestra pit the
brass section gives it their best shot. O Pere Ubu, you, a great expert on
Slav issues, who proclaim so judiciously “Long live Poland, because with-
out Poland there’d be no Poles,” if you, Pere Ubu, could be present at this
Gergovian-Slavonian hotchpotch, how joyously you’d intone “The
Debraining Song.”

Alas, there’s a whole mass of spectators taking these inanities seriously.

Battlegrounds and commonplaces. Why flatter public fatigue and stu-
pidity in this way? Can the inanity that’s killed the theater suffice, then, to
keep the cinema alive?

From Close Up (Paris & London) 5 (November 1927): 14-16.
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Against commercial cinema

Benjamin Péret

N ever has any means of expression engendered such hopes as the
cinema. With cinema not only is anything possible, but the marvel-
ous itself is placed within reach. And yet never have we seen such a dispro-
portion between the immensity of its possibilities and the mediocrity of
its results. In acting so directly on the spectator the cinema is capable of
overwhelming, disquieting, and enthralling him or her like no other me-
dium. Yet as well as awakening, it is also capable of brutalizing and it is

this, alas, that we have witnessed as the cinema, a cultural form without -

precedent, has developed into an industry governed by sordid market forces
incapable of distinguishing a work of the mind from a sack of flour. Noth-
ing counts for a producer more than the return he may get on the millions
he has shelled out on some idiot’s legs, some cretin’s voice. The net result
of such an attitude can only be an interminable series of films devoid of
the slightest interest—when they are not, frankly, odious and stupid—films
that skillfully and purposefully set out to anaesthetize the public. What
does it matter if three or four films in a hundred are exceptions to this rule
and show themselves to be works of value! All that counts is the general
tendency; the exceptions remain what they are, exceptions powerless to
change the rule. The actual production of any film is vitiated at the outset
by money, by capital, the goal of which is alien, antithetical even, to any
disinterested undertaking. Take any medium and you’ll observe that a
worthwhile end product results only where mercantile considerations cease.
Besides, those artists who have chosen to express themselves through cin-
ema—I mean by that the scriptwriter and director, not the actor, whose
role is secondary—always come up against capital, which basically asks
them, “Just what return will I get on my money?” As long as this situation
is unchanged the cinema will be condemned to stupidity, to inanity exac-
erbated by an anachronistic censorship, its prejudices hidebound by the
foul stench of Christianity.
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Nonetheless, the hope youth has invested in cinema from its inception
is a sure sign that its almost unlimited, unexplored, and intrinsic possibili-
ties still exist, despite the frustration this hope is perennially victim to.
Already it seems that some young people have attempted individually to
escape the emasculating hold of capital. However isolated and fragmen-
tary the results, they are extremely promising and permit us to imagine an
imminent renaissance in cinema, since these youngsters have understood
that creativity and money are permanent enemies. They will associate freely
to produce the cinema we have craved for since our youth, this cinema
whose earliest manifestations—oases in a desert of asphyxiating dust—go
by the name of Nosferatu, the first Chaplins, Peter Ibbetson, L’Age d’or, etc.

From L’Age du cinéma (Paris) 1 (March 1951): 7-8. Courtesy Association des amis de
Benjamin Péret and Librairie José Corti.
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Buster Keaton’s College

Luis Bunuel

H ere’s Buster Keaton in his wonderful new movie, College. Asepsia. Dis-
infection. Freed from tradition, our eyes have been rejuvenated in
the youthful and restrained world of Buster, a great specialist against senti-
mental infection of all kinds. The film was as beautiful as a bathroom; with
a Hispano's vitality. Buster will never seek to make us cry, because he knows
facile tears are old hat. He’s not, though, the kind of clown who’ll make us
howl with laughter. We never stop smiling for an instant, not at him, but
at ourselves, with the smile of well-being and Olympian strength.

We will always prefer, in cinema, the monotonous mien of a Keaton to
the infinitesimal one of a Jannings. Filmmakers abuse the latter, multiply-
ing the slightest contraction of his facial muscles to the nth degree. Grief
in Jannings is a prism with a hundred faces. This is why he’s capable of
acting on a surface fifty meters wide and, if asked for “a bit more,” will
contrive to show us that you could base a whole film on nothing other
than his face, a film to be called Jannings’ Expression; or, The Permutations of
M Wrinkles Raised to the Power n?.

In Buster Keaton'’s case his expression is as unpretentious as a bottle’s,
for instance; albeit that his aseptic soul pirouettes around the circular and
unambiguous track of his pupils. But the bottle and Buster’s face have infi-
nite points of view.

They are wheels that must accomplish their mission in the rhythmic and
architectonic gearing of the film. Montage—film'’s golden key—is what com-
bines, comments on, and unifies all these elements. Is greater cinegraphic
virtue attainable? The inferiority of the “antivirtuoso” Buster, when compared
to Chaplin, has been argued for, turning this to the disadvantage of the former,
something akin to a stigma, while the rest of us deem it a virtue that Keaton
creates comedy through a direct harmony with the implements, situations,
and other resources of filmmaking. Keaton is full of humanity, but streets
ahead of a recent and increate humanity, of a humanity a la mode, if you like.
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Much is made of the technique of films like Metropolis and Napoléon.
That of films like College is never referred to, and that’s because the latter is
so indissolubly mixed with the other elements that it isn’t even noticed,
just as when living in a house we remain unaware of the calculus of resis-
tance of the materials that go to form it. Superfilms must serve to give
lessons to technicians: those of Keaton to give lessons to reality itself, with
or without the technique of reality.

The Jannings School: European school: sentimentalism, a bias toward
art and literature, tradition, etc.: John Barrymore, Veidt, Mosjoukine, etc. . . .

The Keaton School: American school: vitality, photogenia, a lack of nox-
ious culture and tradition: Monte Blue, Laura la Plante, Bebe Daniels, Tom
Moore, Menjou, Harry Langdon, etc. . ..

From Cahiers d’Art (Paris) 10 (1927). (Keaton’s film dates from the same year.)
Copyright © Herederos Luis Bufiuel. Courtesy Juan Luis Bufiuel. Although written
almost two years before Bufiuel joined the Surrealists, and suffused with a particularly
Spanish brand of avant-gardisme, this text is most heavily influenced by Desnos and
Brunius.
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Abstract of a critical
history of the cinema

Salvador Dali

C ontrary to current opinion, the cinema is infinitely poorer and more
limited when it comes to expressing the real functioning of thought
than writing, painting, sculpture, and architecture. Just behind it comes
music, whose spiritual value is, as everybody knows, almost nil. By its very
nature cinema is consubstantially linked to the sensory, base, anecdotal
face of phenomena, to abstraction, to rhythmic impression—in a word, to
harmony. And harmony, the refined product of abstraction, is by defini-
tion diametrically opposed to the concrete [le concret] and, consequently,
to poetry.

The rapid and continuous succession of film images, whose implicit ne-
ologism is directly proportional to a specifically generalizing visual cul-
ture, hinders any attempt at reduction to the concrete and more often
than not annuls—given the factor of memory—the intentional, subjec-
tive, lyrical character of the latter. The mechanism of memory, on which
these images always work in an exceptionally acute way, already tends of
itself toward the disorganization of the concrete, toward idealization.

Within waking life latent intent and the violence of the concrete are
almost always immersed in amnesia but frequently surface in dreams. In
order to attain authentic lyrical existence the poetry of cinema demands,
more than any other, a traumatic and violent disequilibrium veering to-
ward concrete irrationality.

The experimental beginnings of cinema, up to and including M¢lies, con-
stitute (as much in the contemplative, quizzical exhibition of things and
phenomena as in the presence of an action proffered as a simulacrum) its
metaphysical stage. After the various gray periods during which technique
is perfected, cinema, which has timidly broached an ephemeral
pseudonaturalism, suddenly attains its authentic Golden Age in giving birth
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to the first materialist films of the Italian school (in the prewar period and
just after). I am speaking here of the grandiose epoch of hysterical cinema,
with Francesca Bertini, Gustavo Serena, Tulio Carminati, Pina Menichelli,
etc.; of this cinema so marvelously, so properly close to theater, which not
only has the immense merit of offering us real, concrete documents of psy-
chic disturbances of all sorts, of the veracious course of childhood neuroses,
of the actualization within life of the most impure aspirations and fantasies
embodied before it by those admirable art nouveau buildings, but also the
merit of having attained complete possession over its essential technical
means. From this moment on cinema rapidly enters its decadent phase.

The actors were really living these films, in a sustained and immodest
way boastful contemporary humor would no longer put up with. There, in
all its glory, an arrogant female exhibitionism. I recall those women with
their uncertain, convulsive walk, their castaway hands of love groping along
walls, along corridors, clinging to each curtain, each bush, those women
whose décolleté perpetually slipped from the nakedest shoulders on screen,
in an unending night of cypresses and marble stairs. During that fleeting
and turbulent era of eroticism, palm trees and magnolias were materially
bitten into, torn apart by the teeth of women whose fragile, pretubercular
complexions did not outshine bodies audaciously modeled by a prema-
ture, febrile youthfulness.

In one of these films, called The Flame, it was possible to see Pina
Menichelli completely naked in a costume of feathers depicting an owl,
and this for the sole reason of justifying, once dusk had fallen, an uncul-
tured and lamentable symbolic comparison made between the owl she
personified and a flame—the flame of love—she had just lit with her fate-
ful hands before the eyes in ruins, eyes incommensurably ringed by certi-
fied onanism, that belonged to Gustavo Serena, who henceforth made no
other movement than the indispensable, automatic, depressive ones nec-
essary for a gradual, nervy descent into the waters of a lake, until the ha-
bitual concentric circles that reestablish calm on the water abated after
this suicide, the moral lesson of the film. Automatic, depressive gestures
comparable only to the aged William Tell’s, a William Tell dazzled by the
coppery light of the setting sun, ready for death, with bloody knees, eyes
drenched in tears, still walking, a pair of eggs on a plate (without the plate)
perched negligently on his shoulders.
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ABSTRACT OF A CRITICAL HISTORY OF THE CINEMA

After Italian cinema and the extraordinary Perils of Pauline, the dyna-
mism, sportiness, and much other mythological dreariness brought us by
nascent, standardized American cinema never cease establishing, in an
imponderable way, constant osmoses which have their own avant-gardist,
artistico-literary applications, to the delight of Europe’s modern, catholic
intelligentsia. The cinema deliberately takes the absurd and stupid path of
abstraction. It creates a boring language based on a cumbersome visual
rhetoric of an almost exclusively musical nature culminating in the rhyth-
mic utilization of close-ups, tracking shots, dissolves, superimpositions, of
découpage’s monstrous divisionism, of montage’s allusive and sentimen-
tal spirituality, and of a thousand other turpitudes which, running through
the lamentable pre-talkie films of every country in the world, and aiming
at an increasingly cinematic cinema (avant-garde, usually “Belgian” films!'),
would have arrived, without the sudden intervention of talking pictures,
at an authentic “pure cinema,” that is to say, at a more comfortable, more
complete shamefulness, if this is possible, than that of pure painting—
properly and correctly so-called.

Sound cinema brings with it a marvelous impurity and an estimable
confusion that permits us to hear dialogue in a single shot slightly longer
than the shots in silent cinema. It also brings to bear, before literature and
art intervene (an imminent and already distinguishable intervention), the
reestablishment of certain notions of the concrete, capable momentarily
at least of suggesting anxieties and complexities, given the persistence
within memory of words over images, to the magnificent detriment of the
latter.

Throughout the history of cinema, and especially contemporary cin-
ema, a single tendency, concrete irrationality, that delirious, pessimistic as-
piration toward gratuitousness, manifests itself again and again in an in-
creasingly sterilized, increasingly conscious manner in those films wrongly

1 I exclude Entr’acte here, by reason of the historical interest it presents. Despite René Clair,
this film in fact brings together some of the ideas of Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, and Francis
Picabia, ideas representative of an isolated tendency running parallel to the products of
American comedy film, but which because of the poetic, negativistic, and nonconformist
preoccupations of the makers of Entr’acte display on a philosophic level a sort of
semiconscious agnosticism, if one considers the scorn they have for phenomena and any
attempt at a total reductivism of the latter, as well as the particular idea they have of the
ungraspable, of the theoretical absence of knowing anything beyond the ruinous,
aphrodisiac vertigo of accidents.
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called “comedy films,” for the simple and inadequate reason that they
generally provoke laughter, an infinitely peculiar laughter, without this
laughter implying the famous tears it is supposed to be hiding, an abomi-
nable and counterfeit invention of littérateurs, corroborated by pigs like
Bergson, who thus aid and abet all the laughing Punchinellos, an inexhaust-
ible and almost always abundant source of literature and art and which, in
cinema, becomes the subject par excellence, the single subject, obligatory,
solemn, omniscient, majestic, imperial, necessary, of consubstantial ne-
cessity, of apotheosiac rigor, of rigor mortis.

Analysis of the history of the so-called comedy film tends precisely to
show the progressive elimination of the laugh, Punchinello® ilk, implying as
it does, and in a very Latinate, swinishly picturesque way, all the seem-
ingly transcendental seeds of abstraction in the domain of life.

For us to entertain contemporary cinema, that psychological, artistic,
literary, sentimental, humanitarian, musical, intellectual, spiritual, colo-
nial, departmental, Portuguese crap, for us to entertain, I repeat, the abso-
lute crap of laughing Punchinellos, indistinctly cultivated and with the same
affection by the Von Sternbergs, Von Stroheims, Chaplins, Pabsts, etc., etc.,
we needs must affirm that only comedy films of an irrational tendency
mark the authentic route of poetry. Take those uncanny Mack Sennett
movies, minor comedies with almost unknown actors of no especial talent
as well as the ones due to somebody’s genius, a Harry Langdon or a Will-
iam Powell, as comic or as little comic as Langdon. Of late, Animal Crack-
ers, with the Marx Brothers, is to be found at the pinnacle of the comedy
film’s development. There culminates, in this admirable film, a desire for
systematic and concrete irrationality latent in all comedy films, a desire
that gradually divests itself of all justification, pretext, subjective humor,
etc., attenuating circumstances that hinder awareness of the violent moral
category via which these films become films a thése. Animal Crackers at-
tains those kinds of grave, persistent and brutalizing, cold and transparent
predispositions and contagions so rarely arrived at, and then only after
having gone beyond the all too physiological stage of humor, the stage of
frivolous solutions, not to say amusing schizophrenias, as soon as the ter-

2 [Ris donc Paillasse. Paillasse is Pagliaccio is Punchinello. “Laugh, clown, laugh” might be

another way of putting this. Dali may be echoing here the Surrealist Group’s manifesto of
the same year (1932), “Paillasse! (Fin de I'Affaire Aragon).” —Trans.]
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rain of concession to instantaneous mental hypotheses is crossed, to at-
tain the authentic and palpable lyrical consternation various passages in
Raymond Roussel readily excite in me. It is equally possible for me to get
close to this state of consternation via certain derivative notions of love,
which might represent themselves to me in the form of a sudden and furi-
ous downpour of six or seven common-or-garden Anna Kareninas cos-
tumed in Portuguese cups, their handles covered partially or not at all in
curdled milk, nunned-bollock.

The face of the Marx brother with the frizzy hair, a face of persuasive
and triumphant madness, at the end of the film as well as during the all
too brief moment when he interminably plucks the harp, contrives to dis-
appear behind the horizon of psychological, pseudotranscendental, liter-
ary initiations, the infinitely prosaic gaze of Charlie Chaplin at the end of
City Lights, the gaze of a gentle arrivisme which has no other equivalent
save that implied by odious blind men or the phenomenal and stinking,
pickled and vernal legless cripple.

In 1929 Buniuel and I wrote the scenario of Un chien andalou; in 1930 the
scenario of L’Age d’or. These are the first two Surrealist films.

Apart from revolutionary Communist propaganda films, which are jus-
tified by their value as propaganda, what one can expect of Surrealism and
what might be expected of a certain “comedy” cinema are all that merit
being considered.

From Salvador Dali, Babaouo: Scénario inédit; précédé d’un Abrégé d’une histoire critique
du cinéma; et suivi de Guillaume Tell: ballet portugais (Paris: Editions des Cahiers Libres,
1932), 2-21. Courtesy Robert Descharnes. Perversely and tactically, Dali flies in the
face of his own pronouncements on cinema, published between 1927 and 1929. Was
he hoping to settle scores with Bufiuel after their internecine strife during and after
the making of L’Age d’or? Bufiuel is being attacked in the paragraph beginning, "After
Italian cinema and the extraordinary Perils of Pauline. . . . ”
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The marvelous is popular

Ado Kyrou

I loathe aristocrats and aristocracies (of class or otherwise). They can keep
their Bressons and their Cocteaus. The cinematic, modern marvelous is
popular, and the best and most exciting films are, beginning with Mélies
and Fantomas, the films shown in local fleapits, films which seem to have
no place in the history of cinema.

Those privileged in the marvelous exist no more: an elite no longer holds
a monopoly of imagination, the cinema breaks open caches of arms, the
double-edged swords of Arnim, to be distributed to all, and offers the ex-
ample of Houdini, the man who cannot stay chained.

The great visionaries always addressed a very large public, but the diffu-
sion of their works remains limited: society appropriates them. Today cin-
emas cover the globe, and if ever cinematic expression were not gagged
the world could live in a climate from which the impossible was not out-
lawed. The ideal climate for Surrealist awareness.

But we don’t deceive ourselves: psychological blabberings, dull realism
do not become great cinematic successes, but those films the “aesthetes”
disdain and the church reproves do. The popular films: serials with ex-
traordinary heroes which the “quality” theaters refuse; the best Tarzans
and old Westerns in which the lead wasn’t a simple-minded sheriff but a
man with the head of an eagle or a body of tin; Fairbanks’s films, with their
tree-men and giant spiders (The Thief of Bagdad, etc.), the films of the su-
perb Houdini (Terror Island, The Master Mystery); those films forgotten by
the historians where for ten episodes a gang snatched away the bride at
the instant she was going to say that fateful “I do”; in which to get through
a closed door the hero flattened himself like a sheet of paper, slipped un-
derneath and gathered himself together on the other side; in which a hand,
a single hand, ripped out the hearts of traitors who died like flies, in which
each avenger let the world know about his joy at being free. Those de-
spised masterpieces, like The Raven (directed by Louis Friedlander, alias
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Lew Landers, with Karloff), The Black Cat, The Mysteries of Dr. Fu Manchu,
and the admirable films drawn from the most cinematic of modern au-
thors, Gaston Leroux: Balaoo, The New Dawn, The Phantom of the Opera (the
first version, Rupert Julian’s, made in 1925, with Lon Chaney), The Perfume
of the Lady in Black, Mister Flow, etc. (How long must we wait for screen
versions of The Double Life of Theophrastus Longuet, The Haunted Chair, The
Bleeding Doll, The Mohicans of Babel, and An Appalling Story?)

A freedom of thought is often present in these “popular” productions,
films that don’t address themselves to pretentious pseudo-intellectuals.
Impossible voyages (I'm thinking of certain films freely drawn from Jules
Verne’s and Conan Doyle’s novels), exotic adventures (think of the deliri-
ous Adventures of Hajji Baba made by Don Weiss), certain peplum movies
deliberately and sublimely idiotic, like Richard Thorpe’s The Prodigal, more
demented than biblical, are often the involuntary equivalents of Surrealist
collages. The anecdote disappears, all that remains are some unexpected
images as dazzling at times as Péret’s prose or Trouille’s paintings. All these
films are accepted by the public, always ready to give itself over to mental
exercises of liberating complexity, though this complexity disappears since
basically everything is simple because everything is possible.

You don’t have to look for long to find films in your local cinema that are
more often than not involuntarily sublime, films scorned by the critics,
charged with cretinism or infantilism by the old defenders of rationalism.
I say “more often than not” because sometimes fully conscious, extremely
cultivated directors immerse themselves in a beauty to the power of two to
give us sublime melodramas in which the most unbridled sense of the
baroque remains senseless for those unable to read between the images.
Here are some examples: Pete Kelly’s Blues (J. Webb, 1955), certain of Dou-
glas Sirk’s melodramas (Written on the Wind, 1956; Imitation of Life, 1959),
Minnelli’s admirable Some Came Running (1959), the unique Jeanne Eagels
(1957) from the underrated George Sidney, etc.

And as often as not there are involuntarily Dadaist or Surrealist films:
disconcerting and surprising melodramas, from historical exploits to un-
intentional gags, films that break their chains and live their own full, free
life. Each of us must find his or her own sublime films, since in this do-
main objectivity is to all intents and purposes impossible. For my part |
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confess to a weakness for almost all of Couzinet’s films, for certain reli-
gious melodramas made by Léo Joannon, and some biblical films like Ri-
chard Thorpe’s delirious The Prodigal (1955), in which Astarte, the High
Priestess of Love, makes a human sacrifice as half-naked damsels play the
part of wooden carousel horses and a potbellied character bangs the gong.
But I'd prefer to forget those Nordic potboilers, with their midnight bath-
ing, noble fathers, and metaphysical anguish (have ybu seen The Hour of
Desire, by Egil Holmsen (1958)?), and the Italian travesties from which the
superb Beneath the Bridge of Sighs (1954) alone stands out, wherein we can
admire a striptease at sword-point (two heroines engaged in a duel of cut-
ting the other’s nightdress to ribbons), together with the incredible Ship of
Lost Women (1953), made by Raffaele Matarazzo, in which sadism, revolt,
eroticism, religion, and melodrama conspire to form a series of problem-
atically linked scenes dependent on the commonplace, raised by its rigor
to the level of pure involuntary poetry.

Even more unexpected are films belonging to a new category, “erotic ter-
ror.” We may take as an example one of the peaks of the genre, Ein titer hing
in Netz (by Fritz Bottger, 1960). The fantastic and soft-core pornography are
wed in the complete absence of scenario, construction, mise-en-scene, to
bring us some unforgettable images: the spider-man, the shipwreck, the
Tahitian festival, the monster attacking the woman it loves, completely gra-
tuitous disrobings, etc.

Let’s have the guts to proclaim that some of the semipornographic shorts
we used to see before the war in slot machines (the more recent ones are
clearly in decline) were masterpieces. What could be more mysterious and
unusual than those ladies in fur coats getting out of their bourgeois cars to
plunge with dancer’s steps into the forest where they revealed themselves
to us in some strange rite or other? Much more than simple and base stimu-
lants for old men, these short films constituted the sincerest, purest ex-
pression of cinematic magic. Automatism, objective chance, revolt, and
love have met the most poetic of rendezvous in an immense commercial
machine which they can transform from top to bottom. Obviously, these
flashes of the spirit are scuttled (and for a long time yet) by mercantile and
reactionary propaganda, but I see them, 1 see only them. From the screen to

me perceptible links of great importance form, flames that only a few po-
ems have been able to ignite up to now.
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As in a wood

André Breton

F or my part it would be to gainsay myself, to disavow what conditions
me in my own eyes, what appears to affect me beyond measure, to
disown, as is customary, the disappointments wrought by the cinema, that
form of expression one has been able to believe in to a degree greater than
any other called upon to promote “real life.”

In an era of inhumanism, when most writers consider it an honor to be
“engagé,” that is to say, in contempt of all that could qualify them spiritu-
ally (in the true sense of the word), when they opt for one of two contrary
camps, each of which muses on the extermination of the other; when
painters who have made a constant profession of atheism herald their work
on religious edifices;' when for a whole hour on 28 September, under the
title “The Variety Cup of France,” French radio can inflict upon its listen-
ers a concert given by “artistes” from the Prefecture of Police, complete
with an Inspector’s monologue, an air from Pagliacci, a bit of piano play-
ing by a handcuffed man, a Prévert poem recited “from the heart,” and a
choir of “tiny singers from the pointed tower” (sic), in an era like this I
don’t think the cinema is a genre about which there are grounds for par-
ticular outcry.

I have never deplored the incontestable baseness of cinematographic
production except on an altogether secondary, subordinate level. When I

1 Is there any scandal worse than Matisse declaring, or letting it be said, that the decoration
of a chapel in Vence is his “life’s work”? Similarly, what is more repugnant than the
contortions of this emporium bully who, not content in having successfully imposed
himself as the master of the abstract, the inexpressive, and the bestial—after a spectacular
evolution from Pétainism to Stalinism via Gaullism—finds the wherewithal to “girdle” the
walls of a new church with stained-glass windows and at the same time hang from the pegs
of the Maison de la Pensée Francaise, under the title The Builders, a few workers’ caps
crowning the radical absence of thought and life! I pass over this with the intention of
returning to it. . . . According to the latest reports, Mir6 himself—doubtless with the

beautiful pansexual graffiti that made his name—would seem to be about to decorate the
Baptistry at Audincourt!
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was at “the cinema age” (it should be recognized that this age exists in
life—and that it passes) I never began by consulting the amusement pages
to find out what film might chance to be the best, nor did I find out the
time the film was to begin. I agreed wholeheartedly with Jacques Vaché in
appreciating nothing so much as dropping into the cinema when what-
ever was playing was playing, at any point in the show, and leaving at the
first hint of boredom—of surfeit—to rush off to another cinema where we
behaved in the same way, and so on (obviously, this practice would be too
much of a luxury today). I have never known anything more magnetizing:
it goes without saying that more often than not we left our seats without
even knowing the title of the film, which was of no importance to us,
anyway. On a Sunday several hours sufficed to exhaust all that Nantes
could offer us: the important thing is that one came out “charged” for a
few days; as there had been nothing deliberate about our actions, qualita-
tive judgments were forbidden.

Nevertheless, it happened that certain “comic” films claimed our atten-
tion: they were, of course, by Mack Sennett, the first Chaplins, certain Al
St. Johns. At this period I recall putting on an unrivaled footing a Diana la
charmeuse in which a beautiful actress in the title role moved bewitchingly
through a landscape of innumerable towers (it is useless to dwell on this:
at this remove I only see a wasteland between the towers—magnificent).
All we could grant of fidelity used to go to those serials previously so de-
cried (The Exploits of Elaine, The Laughing Mask, Les Vampires): “Beginning
on Saturday, on this screen, episode XIX: ‘The Creeping Glove’—You can
count on us.”

We saw in the cinema then, such as it was, a lyrical substance simply
begging to be hauled in en masse, with the aid of chance. I think that what
we valued most in it, to the point of taking no interest in anything else,
was its power to disorient.

This disorientation works on many levels, I mean to say, it admits of
different degrees. The marvel, besides which the merits of a given film count
for little, resides in the devolved faculty of the first-comer to abstract him-
self from his own life when he feels like it, at least in the cities, as soon as
he passes through one of the muffled doors that give on to the blackness.
From the instant he takes his seat to the moment he slips into the fiction
evolving before his eyes, he passes through a critical point as captivating
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and imperceptible as that uniting waking and sleeping (the book and even
the play are incomparably slower in producing this release). How come
that the solitary spectator I have in'mind, lost in the middle of these face-
less strangers, at once takes up with them that adventure which is not his
and is not theirs? What radiation, what waves, perhaps not resisting at-
tempts to map them out, permit this unison? One dreams of what might
be undertaken by means of this constellation, so that it lasts. . . . Itis a way
of going to the cinema the way others go to church, and I think that, from
a certain angle, quite independently of what is playing, it is there that the
only absolutely. modern mystery is celebrated.

As to this mystery there is no doubt that the principal contributions
made to it are love and desire. “Every week, for 150 million human be-
ings,” writes René Clair, “the screen speaks of love. . . . And we may won-
der if these representations of love are not one of the essential charms of
the cinema, one of the secrets of the enchantment it exerts on the
masses. . . . ” One is surprised that he is not more sure of the fact. What is
most specific of all the means of the camera is obviously the power to
make concrete the forces of love which, despite everything, remain defi-
cient in books, simply because nothing in them can render the seduction
or distress of a glance or certain feelings of priceless giddiness. The radical
powerlessness of the plastic arts in this domain goes without saying (one
imagines that it has not been given to the painter to show us the radiant
image of a kiss). The cinema is alone in extending its empire there, and
this alone would be enough for its consecration. What incomparable, ever
scintillating traces have films like Ah! le beau voyage or Peter Ibbetson left
behind in the memory, and how are life’s supreme moments filtered through
their beam! But even if elsewhere the tension is much less sustained, noth-
ing can alter the fact that on the fringe of the least dedicated as well as the
emptiest lives the curve of a beautiful arm will reveal long shores of light.

The temptation is so great to make this disorientation last and to in-
crease it to an impossible degree that it has been able to tempt my friends
and me along the path to paradoxical attitudes. To be precise, it is a ques-
tion of going beyond the bounds of what is “allowed,” which, in the cinema
as nowhere else, prepares me to invite in the “forbidden.” And what if one

2 Réflexion faite (Paris: Gallimard, 1951).
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chose to remain forever in this arbitrary but changing world which—just
as it is—is worth so much more than the other. . . ? It is somewhat within
this perspective that it came to me to evoke the time when “with Jacques
Vaché we would settle down to dinner in the orchestra of the former Théatre
des Folies-Dramatiques, opening cans, slicing bread, uncorking bottles, and
talking in ordinary tones, as if around a table, to the great amazement of
the spectators, who dared not say a word."”

(The moment I cited this passage I thought of a Declaration printed by
Malcolm de Chazal, dated Curepipe, Mauritius, 25 September 1951, of
which this forms the conclusion: “The Sense of Night revealed is what gives
the Key to the Opening. There is no other key, there cannot be one. Be-
cause the Secret of Success consists solely in breaking up antinomies. And
only the Night has this power.” The cinema is the first great open bridge
which links the “day” to this Night.)

Always on the track of increasing disorientation, there was a time when I
sought delectation in the most miserable cinematic productions. I used to
find myself most at home with French films: “I have always been greatly
attracted,” I noted one day, “to the treasure of imbecility and vulgar eccen-
tricity which, thanks to them, manages to sparkle weekly on the screens of
Paris. For my part I swear by the French screenplay and French acting. With
them one is assured of at least being able to amuse oneself resoundingly (as
long as it is not, of course, a ‘comic’ film, then human emotion in its need
for extreme exteriorization may be found there).”* A superdisorientation is to
be expected here, not from the transference of a normal act from everyday
life to a place consecrated to another life, which it profanes, but between the
“lesson” the film teaches and the manner in which the person receiving it
disposes of it. I speak in Nadja of a naked woman totally preoccupied with
herself in the sidestalls of the Electric Palace (quite undressed, seen from the
central stalls): she would have seemed to me to be of a less phosphorescent
whiteness if she had not appeared during the projection of a film of unlim-
ited insanity in which everything was used as a pretext to show the “Lord’s
Table.” This was the work of a priest who signed himself Peter the Hermit,
and I think the film was called How I Killed My Child.

3 Nadja.
4 Les Vases communicants.
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One sees that as far as the cinema is concerned I remain comfortably
“on this side,” so that praise or complaint accorded such and such a film
has little relevance. Nevertheless, that does not prevent me from pronounc-
ing myself “for” or “against” and from defending such judgments with
passion if need be. A hand is taken, then, in the necessary game of feelings
and ideas, a game which can only be nourished and maintained by what is
offered it. At this point it is fitting to make the best of a bad job. Once
again social, ethic, and aesthetic criteria hungrily dispute their quarry.

Here as elsewhere one cannot refrain from a certain nostalgia for the
idea of what the cinema might have become, and to allow that the sordid-
ness of the epoch, together with certain conditions—worse than the oth-
ers—of its “exploitation,” were enough to clip its wings as soon as it flew
the nest. [ see Charles Fourier as a revolutionary only to the degree that he
maintained and made sensible the idea that the whole cultural develop-
ment of humanity has been effected in a sense which does not respond to
any internal necessity, but only from pressures which might as well have
been others, and differently exerted. Furthermore, such a conviction does
not involve anything that revokes human success at any level, but accuses
its strictly contingent and thereby larval character. And it is within our
compass to perceive the original means of the cinema and to judge the
more than parsimonious use to which they have been put. Twenty-five
years have rolled by since Monsieur J. Goudal, in the Revue hebdomadaire,
brought to light the perfect adequacy of these means for the Surrealist
expression of life second by second. Nowhere else but in the cinema could
we be fitted to receive that Key to the Opening which Chazal speaks of,
which can make the mechanism of correspondences operate as far as the eye
can see. But, of course, to keep to a theatrical type of action has been
preferred. You can judge the result from these words, which I borrow from
a professional: “I confess that today I rarely go to the cinema. Most films
bore me, and [ have the greatest difficulty in understanding what is going
on. It’s invariably necessary to explain the plot to me afterward.”s

“We know now,” I have had occasion to say, “that poetry must lead
somewhere.” The cinema had everything it needed to subscribe to that view,
but taken together—Ilet us be specific: where its controlled activity is con-

5 René Clair, op. cit.
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Picture palaces

Robert Desnos

There are cinemas where it’s irritating to watch even the most beautiful
film, others where the atmosphere is seductive enough to make the
silliest story bearable.

Vainly have architects, modern and otherwise, desired to place their skill
in the service of the cinema, which has no need of them.

All the velvet, gilt, and linear artifice adds up to nothing. The most beau-
tiful cinema is perhaps the one on the Boulevard de Clichy, near the Place
Pigalle, or the one on the Boulevard de Strasbourg; the first because it pos-
sesses the atmosphere of a great quay for those departing who knows where,
the other because the women seen there are stunning.

Above all, cinema auditoriums must be afflicted with the same decay as
the films they show: no luxurious seats and convoluted cornices as at the
Opéra, no concrete verticals as in modernist theaters.

As for the orchestras, they do their utmost to irritate the nerves from the
most idiotic clairs de lune to ridiculous adaptations of art music. How I miss
the cinemas of days gone by, when an out-of-tune piano did its utmost to
translate into sound the galloping of cowboys, the funeral march of the
latest deceased celebrity, or the state of mind of two lovers beneath a set-
ting sun reflected in a lake! The most touching romantic tunes from Les
Temps des cérises to The Blue Danube followed each other without offending
our ears. It was mere noise, that’s all, but that was enough.

For there is nothing more ominous, after the cinema orchestras with
their pretentious airs, than a film projected in silence. Noise is necessary,
yet every attempt at imitative orchestration has been pitiful.

We cherish the memory of bass drum cannonades accompanying
papier-maché warfare. The art, ever the bungled art of those moving domains.
We are nauseated by artistic films, artistic orchestras, artistic cinemas.

And once again this applies as much to modern art as to its brother,
academic art.
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We are tired of these demonstrations of Western perversity.

We demand a cinema of beautiful heroines, action that does not pale
into insignificance, an orchestra you don’t notice, comfortable, unpreten-
tious auditoriums. We also demand pleasant company. Too many cinemas
are the setting for chauvinistic demonstrations; too many cinemas the
meeting-place of the lowest company. As it happens, the last-named get
the films they deserve, and it is they perhaps who are responsible for the
insanities proliferating daily on our screens.

But where are the crowds of yesteryear?

First published in Le Soir, 28 May 1927. Reprinted in Robert Desnos, Cinéma (Paris:
Gallimard, 1966), 183-184. Copyright © 1966 Editions Gallimard.
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Plan for a cinema
at the bottom lof a lake

Bernard Roger

The instant when, into a sky disencumbered of any divine carbuncle,
the conflagration of the last church disburses its ultimate wisps of
smoke, we will recommence building the world. Not a stillborn world like
the one we'll just have destroyed; ours will be a newborn world renewed
again and again through its own vital impulse.

Among other things, we will build a cinema at the bottom of Lake Pavin.
(Remember that Lake Pavin is an ancient crater in which water now as-
sumes the place of fire.)

To build at the very bottom of the lake would only aggravate the technical
difficulties without adding greater interest. Especially as this “bottom,” adjudged
to be ninety meters down, is actually but one stage in the lake’s declivity.

Our cinema will float thirty meters or so below the lake surface. We will
call on the expertise of nautical engineering to build it, assisted by the
construction of submarines.

The entrance, the only part above the waterline, is in the middle of the
lake. You reach it by boat, and from there descend to the auditorium via
two lifts and intertwined helical stairways, the whole housed in a tower of
glass. In its center is a ventilation duct for the auditorium.

Down below, the walls are in the form of a broad curve, without angles.
The ceiling is an extended vault of glass (a double thickness of reinforced
glass), through which you can see the lake above. In daytime the cinema is
illuminated by the light of the lake. The seats are removable, permitting a

variety of use. In the mornings it can function for the poetic and sexual
initiation of children over seven.
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The lights go up

Jacques Brunius

I t would be unfair not to mention the clubs here, different as they are
from the cine clubs and film societies of today. The Club des Amis du
Septiéme Art, the Ciné-Club de France, then the Tribune Libre du Cinéma
not only permitted new ideas to be spread to a large audience, but illus-
trated these ideas by showing films.

The showings were sometimes tumultuous:

Potemkin was presented at the Ciné-Club de France sometime in 1925 or
1926. At the moment the sailors throw into the sea the officers who tried
to make them eat rotten meat, applause breaks out. The lights go up. The
guilty ones are denounced by their neighbors: it’s the Surrealist Group.
They are thrown out by the police. Nobody dares openly complain that
they had applauded, since cheering can hardly pass for disturbing public
order, or even that they had applauded a sequence for any but aesthetic
reasons, but some are indignant that they had, it is claimed, got in without
invitations.

At the Tribune Libre du Cinéma in 1926, one of Stroheim'’s first films,
Blind Husbands, is shown and then debated. Edmond Gréville admires the
fact that Stroheim had ended his film in having his hero, a Prussian officer,
die, since this is the end that befits an officer. A gentleman gets up, de-
clares himself to be an officer in the French army and that Gréville has<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>