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theory and art: 

a surrealist view

In this talk I will examine outside influences on the 
development of an artist, first going through two examples 
and then attempting to draw some conclusions from them 
which I hope will have general implications. I will concentrate 
mostly on the founder of surrealism, André Breton.

By all accounts, the two factors that most influenced Breton in 
developing his theory of surrealism were the life and 
personality of Jacques Vaché and the skimpy literary output of 
Isidore Ducasse known as le comte de Lautréamont. It is true 
that at one point Breton professed great admiration for 
Baudelaire and Rimbaud and was undoubtedly motivated by 
Apollinaire’s modernist manifesto L’Esprit nouveau, and also 
for a while took part in the Dada movement brought along by 
Tristan Tzara from Zurich to Paris, but later on in life he 
heaped scorn on these figures as having sold out to the 
bourgeois spirit and taste and retained only the two names as 
the guiding lights of his movement—Vaché and Lautréamont.

But Jacques Vaché was neither a critic, writer, nor artist. 
Breton met him in 1916 during World War I while a nurse in a 
military hospital in Nancy, where Vaché was recuperating from 
a wound in the calf. Vaché attracted Breton’s attention by 
drawing and painting postcards to his friends which he labeled 
with whimsical captions. He arranged photographs and bric-a-
brac on his bedside table in original ways and showed an 
extraordinary sartorial flair. He would dress as a hussar, 
aviator, or doctor, sometimes would ignore his friends while 
walking past them in the street, and refused to shake hands 
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at parting. Breton saw Vaché a total of five or six times after 
the hospital, the last time being in 1917, when the latter 
appeared at the premiere of Apollinaire’s “Les mamelles de 
Terésias” dressed as an English officer and brandishing a 
revolver with which he threatened to shoot the audience. 
Later on, Breton used to say that “the simplest surrealist act 
was going out into the street with a revolver in hand and firing 
into the crowd as often as possible.” (Given the rash of 
campus shootings in the last few years in our country we may 
sadly conclude that America is the most surrealist country in 
the world right now.) Paying his debt to Vaché, Breton said: 
“Every literary and artistic case I must consider is secondary 
to him and even then concerns me only to the degree that I 
can evaluate it, in human significance, by his infinite measure. 
[…] Without him I would perhaps have been a poet; he 
released in me that conspiracy of obscure forces which leads 
one to believe in oneself as absurd as a vocation.” Vaché died 
in mysterious circumstances, apparently by his own hand. It is 
perhaps not a coincidence that suicide became fashionable at 
one point among the surrealists (e.g., René Crevel). The only 
thing of significance which Vaché left behind were his Lettres 
de guerre which were published in 1919 in the surrealist 
magazine Littérature, edited by Breton, Louis Aragon, and 
Philippe Souppault. In it he heaped scorn on virtually every 
major nonconformist literary figure, with the exception of 
Alfred Jarry.

Lautréamont lived from 1846 to 1870 and is the author of Les 
chants de Maldoror (1868, 1870), Poésies (1870), and a 
handful of letters. Among the surrealists his fame lay first of 
all in the phrase “beautiful […] as a chance meeting on the 
dissecting table of a sewing machine and an umbrella.” 
Throughout his life Breton would return to Maldoror which for 
him was “the expression of a revelation so complete it seems 
to exceed human potential.”
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These then were the personal and literary influences on, or 
what I would call “models” for, the surrealist Breton. From 
Vaché, Breton got the inspiration to flaunt conventions and 
wrestle with tradition, which for him was realism of all sorts, 
exemplified above all in the Greco-Roman logical tradition. 
The whimsical behavior and iconoclastic personality of his 
friend served for him as the foundation for his own views and 
behavior and gave him the courage to put the former into 
practice. Lautréamont’s writings had a more direct influence 
on his literary output. The bizarre, irrational meanderings of 
the plot of Maldoror and the nonsensical juxtaposition of 
linguistic elements in the work, exemplified in the famous 
simile, were to remain the benchmark against which 
surrealism was to measure the literary output of its members.

The only theoretical influence of importance Breton admitted 
to was Freud, that is his dream interpretation theories as 
formulated in his The Interpretation of Dreams (1899). This is 
understandable as surrealism’s main enemy, as was said, was 
reality, embodied in the rational mind; dreams, they claimed 
were the “truer” or “super” reality and in one’s literary/artistic 
work as well as in everyday life one should find a “channel” or 
a “conducting wire” to the life of the subconscious which 
reigns supreme in dreams. Breton and his friends avidly 
studied the writings of Freud, and after completing his most 
important theoretical work on surrealism Les Vases 
communicants (Communicating Vessels, 1932). Breton sent it 
on to Freud in Vienna. He couldn’t hold himself back from 
jabbing at Freud for apparently omitting a mention of the 
contribution to the dream interpretation theory of an earlier 
researcher Volkelt, which raised Freud’s hackles. No less than 
three reply letters from Freud to Breton followed in rapid 
succession—first he thanked Breton for the latter’s “little 
book” and then delivered a blow to the midriff: “And now a 
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confession, which you will have to accept with tolerance! 
Although I have received many testimonies of the interest 
that you and your friends show for my research, I am not able 
to clarify for myself what surrealism is and what it wants. 
Perhaps I am not destined to understand it, I who am so 
distant from art.” So there you have it—theory is one thing 
and art is something else!

But Freud’s little “confession” was not an admission of his own 
obtuseness but rather a hardly-veiled jab at Breton. 
Surrealism’s reliance on the logic of dreams had nothing to do 
with his dream theories. Breton and the surrealists didn’t 
understand him. Any affinity was imagined and not real. 
(Dalí’s “concrete irrationality by paranoia-criticism” should be 
taken as a metaphor and not a scientific method.)

I will now turn to another example, a case study I am 
intimately familiar with – my own personal experience.

Among the strongest influences on my writing I consider the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York. If there are any traces of 
surrealism in my work, I believe they come first of all from the 
surrealist art I came across there. There were a number of 
artists represented in the museum who belong to that school 
– Dalí, di Chirico, Tanguy—but it was Dalí, who made the
strongest effect. (I have grown to strongly dislike the man 
and much of his work since, but there is no denying that his 
earlier works are the most easily accepted by the uninitiated 
viewer. “Avida Dollars,” Breton would call him later.) To this 
day—minute—I recall the unbelievable impact that his canvas 
“The Persistence of Memory” with its watches looking like limp 
hot water bottles had on me when I first saw it at MOMA. It 
was an epiphany, something to the effect—“Ah, so this is 
what’s it all about!”—“all” being “art” but also ”life.” At MOMA 
I was also influenced by cubism (its analytic aspect), 
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structuralism, and modernism in general. This influence, I 
believe, was stronger than that of literature, and certainly not 
weaker. It was only after I discovered Pablo Neruda and other 
Latin American and Spanish poets that I began to be helped 
by the Spanish version—a distant cousin—of French 
surrealism. Film, perhaps as much as art, had likewise a 
profound influence on my writing, especially the work of 
Buñuel. Theory of surrealism, on the other hand, had 
essentially no influence on me. To date, I believe I have tried 
three times to plow my way through both of Breton’s 
Manifestos of Surrealism (1924, 1930) but never got to their 
end. When I was starting out, I might have been too young to 
be able to appreciate them; now I am probably too old.

But existentialism is another story. I had come across it while 
in High School in Germany and found it riveting as the 
broadcast over the radio of an exciting soccer match. (There 
was no TV in Germany at that time.) After coming to this 
country at the age of eighteen, I read avidly Sartre, Camus, 
Kierkegaard, and even Heidegger and Jaspers, in the case of 
the first two, their philosophical works as well as their fiction. 
From the philosophical works those of Kierkegaard and the 
essays of Sartre were my favorites. Sartre’s L’Etre et le neant
(Being and Nothingness, 1943) was too dry for me and I 
never read it to the end.

The lesson I feel I can draw from these two examples—to 
form a preliminary hypotheses—is that there may be two 
types of influences on an artist’s development—those that 
relate to esthetics and those belonging to philosophy. The first 
drive the development of taste or style; the second build the 
intellectual underpinnings on which an artist’s work is based. 
In the first case emotions play a vital role; in the second the 
intellect.




