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Surrealism and the sur-real

The Museum of Modern Art in New York put
together an exhibition which, in the months of
July and August, broke all attendance records at
the City Gallery.* Apparently, as people returned
repeatedly, some message was being met, pon-
dered, understood.

Diversity of personalities, sharing, sometimes
only tenuously, a set of views or aims, was over-
all the striking keynote. Unity of time was
glaringly apparent (only the Arshile Gorky of
1947 undermined the historical context). The
wordy or the visual puns, again, gave coherence
to the experience. The result was a set-piece, a

* SURREALISM: an exhibition arranged for the Auckland City
Council by the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and
brought to New Zealand by American Airlines, with the
additional sponsorship of The New Zealand Herald and The
Sunday Herald.

RENE MAGRITTE Portrait 1935 (Museum of Modem Art)

period piece. And rightly so.
Surrealism did have its dates, roughly 1924 to

1937. It also had its place, Paris. Hence, the possi-
bility of mounting such a unified display on such
a grand scale, so perfectly in accord with the aims
and philosophy of New York's Modern: the
Guggenheim would have done it quite differently,
as would the Musee National d'Art Moderne in
Paris.

This raises a point. Granted Malraux's notion
of the 'Museum without Walls', what might be
the Surrealist exhibition closest to perfection if
the world's resources could all be called upon?
The wealth of it is staggering: the strange
joining-in-one-body of man and creature in stone
carvings, feared and worshipped around the
world over thousands of years, the man-bull
Minotaur, the many-breasted Diana of Ephesus.
Or, closer to home, what of mobile Maori faces,



JOAN MIRO Person throwing a stone at a bird 1926
(Museum of Modern Art)

fixed in set expressions by tattooing? They are
certainly sur-real.

There arc, at random, the Four Seasons of
Arcimboldo (ci530-1593), four reclining, seem-
ingly-human figures, convincing at a distance
and, close up, revealed to be humanoid shapes
composed of the fruits and harvestings of each
period of the year. The monks of Magnasco
(1667 or 1681-1749) don't have the dual illusions
of Dali's work, but their dense surroundings chal-
lenge Tanguy's light with sombreness, Ernst's
dreams with their nightmares.

Ranging round our centuries one thinks of the
Last Judgement devils with obscene faces replac-
ing abdomens or other anatomical features,
ferocious feral heads, goat-horns, flaming tails,
above cathedral doors of medieval Europe, while
the gates of hell are the open maws of brutal
faces. Are not the various egalitarian Dances of
Death by Holbein (1497-1543) - and there are
dozens of variations on this theme by as many
artists - sur-real in the truest sense? Brueghel
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ANDRE MASSON Furious suns 1926

(Museum of Modern Art)

(c1528-1569) dreamed terrible other-world fables
in response to war and violence, but merely
lacked an Andre Breton of his time to codify his
intent, though Erasmus (1466-1536) might be
thought (In Praise of Folly) to do at a pinch.
Rubens' lustiness might seem out of place in the
same exhibition with the pale Delvaux; but there
are those courtly metaphors of hatred, evy,
treachery, blue of skin, wild-eyed, being crushed
beneath the light foot of Royalty; and the mer-
maids.

The true Romanticism of the last century was
ushered in (and in Paris) by Benjamin West's
Death on a Pale Horse, as close to Surrealism's
scrivener-pope Breton's 'automatic writing' as
anything on canvas, a passion of painting from
which flows the imagery.

But if Surrealism was wordy, then its poetry
did not start with Tzara, Aragon or Apollinaire;

we could well take it back to Aesop or Aristo-
phanes or Homer (Circe's homey little island...).
Hans Christian Anderson, prose poet, is a candi-
date. Gulliver's Travels are right in there, and a
few thousand others; Poe, of course, or back to
Ovid's Metamorphoses (beautifully engraved,
totally sur-real, for Louis xiv in the staid seven-
teenth century). Don Quixote - but of course.

The boatman of Verhaeren, struggling with
the tide and never leaving shore, is a sur-real
image, but the critics call him a Symbolist poet,
just as they call Gustave Moreau a Symbolist
painter.

And if concepts were to be included, what of
Zen's 'sound of one hand clapping', the avatars
of Indian gods, Egypt's Book of the Dead; in fact,
what of Chicken Little and Mother Goose, to go
from the rare sublime to the familiar ridiculous?
Where would it end? For what is being suggested
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here, in random capsule form, is that man has
always lived in two worlds, not one, as he pro-
fesses: the tangible and the sur-real.

One last thought occurs. One evening during
the Auckland exhibition, the entire Pakuranga
Art Club came to visit it. By coincidence the
NZBC was making an elaborate production on
Surrealism for the new series Review. The sur-
roundings were perfect for such an occasion;
endless lengths of winding cables, lights being
angled, orders ringing out, light-readings being
made, people talking to invisible other people

M A N RAY Le violon d'Ingres 1924 (Coll. Arne Ekstrom)
A typical visual/literary Surrealist pun: play on
words, play on forms, play on memories:
Ingres' hobby - the violin; the model's back as violin;
the turban, reminiscent of Ingres' Odalisques.
(Photo: Clements)



over head-microphones while three gadget-
covered cameras rolled here and there with great
purpose. It was a 'happening': not one that
Breton would have planned (his always ended in
destruction). But, assuredly, this was a flawless,
unrehearsed yet orderly happening, with Art
Club members stepping over wires and discuss-
ing paintings and sculpture followed by the single
eye of a TV Cyclops - mass-produced. Those
moments where purpose and contemplation were
fortuitously mixed, might have elucidated Du-
champ's multi-layered Cabalistic intent in dis-
playing a 'readymade' bicycle wheel as a work of
art. Non-art? Anti-art? Or did he mean to say
that the mass-produced, lifted out of context,
just as anything in earlier centuries, when intro-
duced into a new context - the dream - could
also lead to the sur-real. The difference was and
is, Duchamp might have pointed out, that what
we can now create impersonally becomes
personal if only our perception can be keen
enough.

PABLO PICASSO Grand air 1936
(Museum of Modern Art)

R.T.H.
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a place in the collection, or should we concentrate
solely on acquiring 'straight' photography in the
tradition of Steichen, Weston and Sheeler?

Naturally, many aspects need to be taken into
account when formulating a collection of photo-
graphy, but the possibility of this programme for
the Auckland City Art Gallery is nevertheless
an exciting one. If such a collection is made, the
aesthetic experience of the Gallery visitor will
undoubtedly be enriched and this, in turn, should
contribute to fostering public knowledge of
photography and photographers, of the concepts
that motivate them, and of the philosophy they
impart.

The photographs reproduced here have been
selected from the very fine exhibition mentioned
earlier, Nineteenth Century New Zealand Photo-
graphs, displayed at this Gallery during June, 1972.
A N N E K I R K E R DR A. C. B A R K E R

Colonel Harrington and friends 1872
3 x 4 ins. The Canterbury Museum
Dr Barker provided the finest photographic record of
Christchurch's first years of development. Although an
amateur in this field, Dr Barker nevertheless
produced works of considerable aesthetic merit.


