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CHAPTER THREE

"CLAIR DE TERRE" (1923)1
Whereas Les Champs magngtiques was the first collection of

automatic texts to be published, Clair de Terre is generally re¬

garded as Breton's first recueil of Surrealist poems. Even though

the imagery of Clair de Terre is the principal concern of this

chapter, one cannot really ignore other aspects of the poetry, if

only to show what part the imagery plays in the structure of the

poems. Consequently we shall discuss the imagery in the light of

Breton's classification of surrealist images, but in addition the

significance of the different types of texts ("experimental" poems,

dream-narrations, prose-poems, poems in "vers libres") and the way

in which the themes are presented will be considered} and in the

latter part of the chapter there will be an examination in some

detail of certain individual poems.

*************

In an epigraph Breton provides an explanation of the title

of the recueil: the phrase was discovered in the book Nouvelle

astronomie pour tous, in the section on "le ciel":
r

"La terre brille dans le ciel ccmme un astre £norme au

milieu des £toiles. Notre globe projette sur la lune un
intense clair de terre." (CT 33)

The title-phrase was therefore given to Breton. It is a

phrase which clearly attracted him at first sight on account of its

unusualness. The image of the "clair de terre" is now, of course,

1. Paris: Collection Literature. We shall concentrate our attention
on the poems and rgcits de reves included in Clair de Terre:
Paris: Gallimard (Coll. 'Po^sie'), 1966.
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almost commonplacej for astronauts, at least, it has become part of

their experience of reality; but in 1923 the transformation of the

stock "clair de lune" into the novel concept of a "clair de terre"

was a marvellous modification and extension of reality. For the

poet it presented a new standpoint and a new vision of the cosmos,

even though the tercets of Mallarmd's sonnet beginning Quand 1'ombre

menaqa de la fatale loi.... suggest a similar pictures

"Oui, je sais qu'au lointain de cette nuit, la Terre
Jette d'un grand gclat l'insolite rayst&re,
Sous les silcles hideux qui 1'obscurcissent moins.

L'espace & soi pareil qu'il s*accrois3e ou se nie
Roule dans cet ennui des feux vils pour t&aoins
Que s'est d'un astre en fete allumd le gdnie." *

The cover of the first edition of Clair de Terre, designed by

Breton himself, tried to match this new vision by means of a typo-

grajjhical arrangement. Black and white change places to create

what at first glance appears to be an exotic kind of script.

It is common knowledge that Breton chose his titles very

carefully; and the choice of Clair de Terre, though it may at

first seem quite gratuitous, provides a clue to a better understand¬

ing of its poems.

Mary Ann Caws, when discussing briefly the appositions of

diametrically opposed elements in Surrealist writing, mentions the

paramount importance in this respect of the clash of light and darks

"But the great majority by far are oppositions of light and
dark, clarity and shadow. Such oppositions reappear constantly
in most of the poetry associated with Surrealism, and especially
in that of Tristan Tzara and Paul Eluardi for any of these
poets, one can make an almost endless catalogue of light/dark
alternations, sometimes identified with rapid changes of mood,
but sometimes a mere spectacle." 2

1. Mallarm£, 3., Ponies, Paris« Gallimard, 19451 p. 122.
2. Caws, M.A., Andr6 Breton, p.95.



Two pages later 3he makes the more revealing reference to the value

of the alchemical lesson, "for it is within the dark that the light

is to be found", and it is this latter notion that helps one to see

Breton's motives in Clair de Terre, where one is struck by the

search for light, not only in apparent chaos but also in life's

superficial dreariness. The "earthlight" image suggests perhaps

that man can seek salvation and illumination on this planet,even

within himself, especially as the moon has long been a symbol of

the imagination, as well as a source of inspiration, and glimpses

of this "clair de terre" become the major thematic feature of the

recueil, present in the r^cits de reves and in the poems proper,

but only in a half-latent, half-manifest manner.

**************

Clair de Terre opens with five r£cits de reves. It has

already been pointed out that dream-narration was one of the

methods employed by the Surrealists in their exploration of the

subconscious and in their search for poetic material. A number

of years earlier Desnoa had amused himself by writing down what

he could remember of the previous night's dreams;"'' but the impetus

to Breton's interest in dreams and dream-narration was provided,

of course, by the work of Freud, whom Breton visited in October

1921, while on honeymoon.

Despite the objections occasionally raised to the analysis

of automatic texts and rdcits de reves (v. supra, p. 325)» one can

note in the five dream-texts placed at the beginning of Clair de

Terre certain characteristics and significant elements, which are

1. v. Berger, P., Desnos, Paris: Seghers, (Coll. 'Pontes d'aujourd'
hui'), 1970, pp.20-21.



of interest to the student of Breton's development as a poet. Some

of their more important themes and motifs are to be found in the

poems proper of Clair de Terre and in Breton's other writings of the

period. Moreover, the dream-narrations may provide the critic with

an important justification for his interpretation of automatic texts

and poems, since Freud's distinction between the manifest and latent

content of dreams and his search to discover the distorted latent

content can be applied to the analysis of poetry, and particularly

Surrealist poetry.

Reference has been made already to the basic characteristics

of these rgcits de reves, which are, not surprisingly, found in

most dreams (v. supra, p. 94 ): constant switches and transformat¬

ions, constantly changing tableaux. It will be seen that this

kaleidoscopic effect is shared by Breton's rdcits de reves and his

poems. The dream-work, the making of symbols, almost invariably

involves displacement and condensation} it is apparent in the

second of the r^cits de reves in Clair de Terre, which opens with

Breton sitting opposite a woman in the mdtro. They get out at

Trocad^ro and emerge into a vast meadow, where Breton follows the

woman until she is met by a footballer. The woman and three foot¬

ballers resume the game. Breton joins in but meets with little

success. In the fifth text Eluard and a naked woman go off togeth¬

er} they are replaced immediately by a group of dwarfs, all dressed

in blue jerseys. The dwarfs surround Breton and one of them pre¬

pares to stick a dart in Breton's calf, but the latter runs away

after knocking down some of the dwarfs, falls down and narrowly

escapes being tied down by the others. A short while later, however

one of the little men in blue jerseys emerges from a cart which had
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crashed into a river and swims to the bank opposite Breton. At the

beginning of the third dream Breton is bathing by the seaside with

a small child, but in the next scene the child is replaced by a

number of people.

At times the interval between the disappearance of one figure

and its replacement by another is suppressed altogether, with the

consequence that the dreamer seems to witness a veritable metamor¬

phosis. This process is illustrated by the next incident in the

third dream. Suddenly two birds are flying by. One of the company

shoots at the birds, one of which is hit. As Breton and his com¬

panions draw nearer to the birds, the latter are transformed into

horses and cows."'" In Text IV Breton hardly has time to notice in

front of a piano M. Charles Baron, when this young mem is replaced

by Louis Aragon. In the opening scene of the final rdcit de reve

Breton, Eluard and Marcel Noll are in a room somewhere in the

country; Breton is fascinated by a bright object, which suddenly

1. This example of metamorphosis is mentioned, in fact, by Freud.
Thus, Breton's dream may be in turn a recollection of a passage
from The Interpretation of Breams:
"The question why the dreaming mind misjudges the nature of

the objective sensory stimulus has been answered by Strumpell,
and in an almost identical fashion by Wundt; their explanation
is that the reaction of the mind to the stimulus attacking sleep
is complicated and confused by the formation of illusions. A
sensory impression is recognized by us and correctly interpreted
- that is, it is classed with the memory-group to which it belongs
according to all previous experience if the impression is strong,
clear and sufficiently prolonged, and if we have sufficient
time to submit it to those mental processes. But if these con¬
ditions are not fulfilled, we mistake the object which gives
rise to the impression, and on the basis of this impression, we
construct an illusion. 'If one takes a walk in an open field
and perceives indistinctly a distant object, it may happen that
one will at first take it for a horse*. On closer inspection
the image of a cow, resting, may obtrude itself, and the picture
may finally resolve itself with certainty into a group of people
sitting on the ground." (Authorized translation by A.A. Brill,
London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd.), 1950 edition, but first
published in 1913, p.44*



disappears, to be replaced by Philippe Soupault, dressed in white.

In the same dream the wings of a pheasant are transformed into two

boxes and an aeroplane looping the loop becomes "un gros wagon

noir".

In addition to the kaleidoscopic effect created by these

ever-shifting tableaux, the rdcits de reves share with the poems

proper of Clair de Terre various kinds of distortions of reality:

images negating elementary physical properties, examples of visual

"dgpaysement" and even the rarer phenomenon of surreal aural

images. One naturally expects to find such hallucinatory images

in rdcits de reves, given the basic similarity between the hallu¬

cinatory episode on the one hand and the dream or daydream on the

other.

The metamorphosis of birds into horses and cows in the

third dream is strange enough, but what is even more curious is

that the animal which was wounded and dying had one bright eye

and one dull eye "assez semblable S. line coquille d'oursin" (CT 40) •

The likely explanation of this fact is provided, however, by the

subsequent anecdotes about the monocles of a M. Roger Lefdbure and

the couturier and interior decorator, Paul Poiret. Presumably

these anecdotes were the starting-points or the causes of the

whole dream. There is a truly supernatural incident in Text IV,

when a woman in a photograph suddenly comes to life and touches

Breton on the shoulder before disappearing with equal abruptness.

Because of the distorted reflections on the gleaming walls

and floor of the vast gallery which is the setting of the fourth

dream, several of the characters appear simultaneously in differ¬

ent postures, giving rise to touches of humour:
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"Adonis, par exemple, £tait couchd & ses propres pieds." (CT 41)

The very word "d£pays£" occurs near the end of Text V, when

Breton observes what he thinks at first is an aeroplane, as he

heads for a station not unlike the stations at both Nantes and

Versailles.

In the previous dream Breton, pursuing his research for a

novel he is writing, consults a dictionary, where he is struck by

the figure accompanying the word "rheostat": a number of parachutes

or clouds suspended in the air like children's balloons. In each

parachute or cloud a Chinaman is crouching. The unnatural sus¬

pension of people or objects in mid-air is a favourite feature of

both surrealist poetry"'" and Surrealist painting. One of the finest

examples of the treatment of this theme by a Surrealist artist is

Magritte's La reconnaissance infinie (1953)> (v. 3P 271). This

picture is dominated by a vast and shining sphere, hanging motion¬

less in the sky above dark, mysterious mountains; on top of the

sphere stands a man gazing upwards to the heavens. The picture

conveys at one and the same time a sense of deep foreboding and of

sublime awe, suggesting perhaps the prospect of Man overreaching

himself in his aspiration for the Infinite and the Absolute.

The above examples of "ddpaysement" operate on the visual

plane, but also in the fourth dream there is an example of a sim¬

ilar kind of distortion of reality on the aural plane. The hen-

pheasants cry out: "Franqois, Franqois, Franqois." One is tempted

to dismiss this image as a simple case of personification, but in

the context of a r£cit de reve or, for that matter, of a Surrealist

1. cf. the image of the "scaphandrier de l'air" in Eluard's poem
Le Grand Jour, Capitale de la Bouleur, Paris: Gallimard (Coll.
*Po£sie') 1966, p.138.



poem, the literal meaning is so strong that it has to be accepted

at face-value. There is a very marked quality of "litt£ralit£" in

Surrealist poetry and this is justified by Breton's attack on Remy

de Gourmont's "explanation" of certain of Saint-Pol-Roux's images

(cf. supra, p.120 ). It is a clear case of a hallucinated voice,

which one expects to encounter in dreams. Again one is reminded of

The Interpretation of Dreams, where Freud observes:

"Not only pictures, but auditory hallucinations of words, names,
etc. may also occur hypnagogically, and then repeat themselves
in the dream, like an overture announcing the principal motif
of the opera which is to follow."!

It can be seen from the above examples that the persons

featured in the dream-narrations of Glair de Terre are, by and

large, friends or acquaintances of Breton. The plaster-cast mous¬

taches of Baudelaire, Nouveau and Barbey d'Aurevilly could suggest

that these authors have a particular place in Breton's private hall

of fame, though Barbey d'Aurevilly's name seems somewhat surprising

in this context. The footballers and dwarfs may be embodiments of

subconscious anxieties and fears, though Breton's reading of Swift

may account for the dwarfs, or else their appearance in the odd

dream may simply reflect incidents in the poet's life in the days

prior to the dreams. The motif of the naked woman who appears

suddenly from the depths of a wood, in a meadow or a lake possibly

has links with the myth of the birth of Aphrodite, and in turn with

the awakening of sexual desire. In Text 22 of Poisson soluble

(1924) Breton follows a woman in mourning:

"Je me disposais pourtant A la rejoindre quand elle fit volte-
face et, entrouvrant son manteau, me d^couvrit sa nudity plus
ensorcelante que les oiseaux." (M 107)

1. op.cit., p.47.
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In Nad.ja there is a similar occurrence:

"A la fin de I'apr&s-midi, l'ann^e derni&re, aux galeries de
cot£ de 1' 'Electric-Palace', une femme nue, qui ne devait
avoir a se d^faire que d'un manteau, allait hien d'un rang
& l'autre, tr&s blanche. C'^tait d£ja bouleversant." (N 44)

There Breton prefaces the anecdote with the expression of the

general desire:

"J'ai toujours incroyablement souhaitd de rencontrer la nuit,
dans un bois, une femrae belle et nue, ou plutot, un tel souhait
une fois exprim£ me signifiant plus rien, je regrette incroyable¬
ment de ne pas 1'avoir rencontr^e." (ibid.)

The important theme of the encounter with a woman is present

in the second dream, in the m£tro scene. This scene is significant,

for, as Maxime Alexandre has pointed out, the m£tro, in Breton's

eyes, was "le theatre du myst&re drotique."^"
The mdtro, is in any case, one of the major motifs of the

great Surrealist theme of "le merveilleux moderne"; likewise the

street-signs: a placard seen in a deserted Street in the "quartier
2

des Grands-Augustins" is the starting-point of the first dream.

Other aspects of the d£cor of these r£cits de reves, the

allusions to hotel lounges and staircases, are inspired no doubt to

some extent by the fact that Breton lived for a time at the end of

the war in hotels.^ The staircase, a classic dream-symbol, could,

however, be seen as a suggestion of the descent into the subconscious.

1. M&noires d'un surr^aliste, Paris: La Jeune Parque, 1968, p.l59«
2. The deserted street or square is a favourite motif in the work

of Chirico, to whom the text is dedicated. It is present in some
of his finest paintings: The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street
(1914), The Delights of the Poet (1913)» The Pose Tower (1913)1
and The Lassitude of the Infinite (1913)» to name but a few.
There is in existence a photograph of Breton, taken in 1922, with
another such painting by Chirico in the background, (v. Po£sie
& autre, p.24). In 1919 Breton would have seen the two Chiricos
in Apollinaire's flat.

3. Breton reveals that in 1918 or thereabouts he lived in the "hotel
des Grands Homines, place du Pantheon" (N 22): he alludes to his
stay in the "City HStel" near the place Dauphine (N 92).
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As with so much of Breton's poetry, as with Nad.ja, Les Vases

communicants, L'Amour fou, the city of Paris looms large in the

r£cits de reves of Clair de Terre; the "quartier des Grands-Augus-

tins" is one of Breton's favourite spots in Paris - some of the

incidents in Had.ja take place there too - and it is under the Arc

de Triomphe that Breton and Aragon at the end of the fourth dream

deposit their empty picture-frames.

Possibly of even greater interest in these five r£cits de

reves, however, is the way that Breton's obsession at that time

with the problem of writing, of composition, comes into them. In

Text I, in the first room Breton enters he observes a young man,

sitting at a table, writing poems. In the next room, which is a

little better lit, there is the same kind of scene, but this time

the man in question is Pierre Eeverdy. In the third room, Breton

finds an empty armchair, decides to sit down and begins writing a

poem, but he can only manage two wordsJ "la lumiSre " He

writes the same two words on three successive sheets of paper.

These words do have a clear connection with the title of the re-

cueil and with all its implications, of course. In Text IV Breton

is seen writing both an article and a novel. The two words "la

lumi&re" reveal another aspect of Breton's obsession with poetic

composition, though they clearly have thematic significance too.

This phrase, together with a number of other words and phrases which

are dotted about these rdcits de reves ("Vie v^gdtative", the verb

"etre", "dnigmatique", "rheostat"), are related to the famous

phrase of the first Manifeste (v. supra, pp.66-67) and to the whole

question of the arbitrary image. Some of these words and phrases

are examples of hallucinatory voices. In addition, "rheostat" is



an instance of Breton's interest in specialized or technical vocabu¬

lary, whilst the idea of conjugating a new tense of the verb "etre"

recalls some of the experiments of Desnos in his recueils of the

same year, L'Aumonyme and Langage cuit, especially the poem Idgal

maitresse, where Desnos tries to conjugate nouns and adjectives.

Breton was certainly familiar with what Desnos was trying to do at

that time.

The basic style of these five r£cits de reves is a simple

narrative style: Breton merely reports on what he remembers of the

dreams in question. There is not the flood of surrealist meta¬

phors one finds in the automatic texts of Les Champs magn^tiques

or in the poems proper of Clair de Terre. The constantly switch¬

ing tableaux (purely visual images) are not accompanied by a spate

of purely verbal images, in the traditional sense of the word:

figures of speech or figures of rhetoric.

Although formal considerations are normally unimportant for

the Surrealists, it is not entirely irrelevant to recall what Sir

Herbert Read said about the presentation of dreams in literary

works:

"Ignoring the fact established by Freud, that the dream as remem¬
bered is nearly always a fragment, and may indeed be a positive
distortion of the dream as originally dreamed, we still have to
cross the gulf between experience and expression. It can only
be done in a state of trance or automatism, in which state the
images of the dream draw words from the memory very much as a
magnet might draw needles from a haystack."!

Breton makes no attempt to translate the raw material of the dreams

into poetic form, and perhaps the original quality of the five

1. The Nature of Literature, Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries
Press, 1970, p.108. (Originally published in England in 1938 as
Collected Essays in Literary Criticism).
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dreams might have been captured better simply by the use of auto¬

matic writing to recall and transcribe them. Jung, of course, saw

symbols in drearas as being the best possible way of expressing some¬

thing for which no verbal concept exists, however.

It is significant that in none of his later recueils will

Breton include further rdcits de reves. The implication must surely

be that he concludes that the rdcit de reve cannot stand in its own

right as a poem. He would therefore appear to have endorsed in

practice the distinction Eluard made in 1926 between the rdcit de

reve. the texte surrealists and the poSme (cf. supra, pp.150-151).

If, however, the flat narrative style has the effect of

making some of the stranger incidents seem prosaic, it does not

erase completely the oneiric atmosphere. The allusions to dark

corridors, huge halls, staircases leading to vast meadows, the sea,

have a vagueness which evokes in very simple terms the realm of the

subconscious, known to all yet still uncharted, an underworld

wherein man can descend and find a golden bough. The theme of the

quest is suggested by the figure of the.guide, the genie, in the

first dream, by the woman whom Breton pursues into the daylight in

the second, in the poet's researches and his following of Aragon

to "l'Etoile" in Dream IV, in the allusions to enigmas, to the exam¬

ination of bizarre reliefs, to the presence of a closed book and an

open book. The dreams give more of an insight into reality, the

darkness always seems to lead to light. The first text closes with

the repeated writing of "la lumilre", at the end of the staircases

and corridors there are invariably new vistas. This pattern in the

dreams may well symbolize the poet's deep aspiration for light and

in so doing becomes a key to the poems.

#*♦♦****■••*#•**■* * * *
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Although dream-narration, hypnotic sleep and, above all,

automatic writing were the principal techniques tried by Breton in

the early 1920's in his desire to capture new types of images for

his poetry, it can be seen from a cursory glance at Glair de Terre

that Breton had not entirely rejected at that time the possibility

that twentieth-century poetry might need to evolve in other direc¬

tions. A number of pieces in Clair de Terre indicate that some of

the more avant-garde theories of Apollinaire, the Cubists and the

Dadaists had not been forgotten by Breton.

The five rdcits de reves are followed by two such experi¬

mental poems, Pilce fausse and PSTT. Pl&ce fausse had appeared

first of all in Vous n'oubllerez, a Dada sketch;*" It is a very

repetitive poem and comes close at times to the phenomenon of

echolalia to which Breton refers in the Manifesto (cf. supra, p.73).

The opening lines particularly recall this disorder:

"Du vase en cristal de Boh&me
Du vase en cris
Du vase en oris

Du vase en

£n cristal
Du vase on cristal de Boh&rae". (CT 47)

In addition to a possible attempt on Breton's part to create a

"calligrarame" in which the lay-out of the poem would bear some re¬

semblance to a vase, the poet reflects in terms of sound the differ¬

ent facets of the crystal vase: indeed, the theme of reflection

enters the poem at the end:

"Aube dphdm&re de reflets
Aube dphd
Aube dphd

Aube dphdm&re de reflets" (CT 48)

Breton creates "aural crystals", whose effect on sound is akin to

that of real crystals on light.

1. It is, however, the dislocated version of an earlier poem:
v. Bonnet, M., Andrd Breton, Haissance de l'aventure surrd-
aliste, p.285.
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PSTT, though its title fuses together the interjection

"psitt" or "pst" and the initials "PTT", is a "ready-made", a

"poeme trouv<5", so to speak, the equivalent in words of Duchamp's

"ready-mades" in the plastic arts. It is simply an extract from a

telephone directory, giving the numbers, addresses and occupations

of a group of people named Breton. Though Durozoi and Lecherbon-

nier see this poem as an appeal by Breton to his "bande homony-

mique",^" it does not really stand up as poetry.

A little later in the recueil comes another "ready-made",

Mdmoires d'un extrait des actions de chemins. There is nothing

more to this "poem" than its title, presumably a heading cut out

of some report. The handful of words in strong black type are

placed on an otherwise blank page. It is slightly different from

the Dada "collage" poems justified at the end of the first Mani-

feste, because the cutting is reproduced just as it is, without

having its words rearranged.

The last of this group of poems in Clair de Terre is lie,

which prefigures the more recent "concrete poetry". It consists

solely of the title-word, printed in thick black lettering on the

white background of the page. One could argue that the motif of

the island evokes discreetly the theme of solitude, but this is

probably not the most important aspect of the poem. This is the

last time, however, that Breton essays such poetry, which was the

obvious next step towards uniting the two worlds of poetry on the

one hand and the plastic arts on the other. The "po&me-objeifet^ was

to be Breton's serious attempt to link the two domains. lie is, of

course, a visual image, in the literal and original sense of the

term.

1. Andrd Breton; l'gcriture surrdaliste, p.104.



359.

One further text in Clair de Terre is little more than an

exercise rather than a true poem, he buvard de cendre (v. supra,

p. 86 ), a series of unconnected jottings. It marks no real step

forward from the automatic texts of Les Champs magn^tiques: the

cryptic juxtaposition with which it ends, "coeur lettre de cachet",

recalls similar phrases in the earlier work, for example, "pneu

pattes de velours". It includes, too, an absurd Surrealist mathe¬

matical problem:

"On commence par donner la solution du concours
A savoir combien de larmes peuvent tenir dans une main de femme
1° aussi petite que possible
2° dans une main moyenne". (CT 66)

Even the phonic qualities of these lines - particularly the allit¬

eration - are not sufficiently striking to elevate them to the

level of real poetry. It is not therefore in the experimental

poems, nor in the exercises or sketches, nor in the dream-narrat¬

ions, that the collection Clair de Terre reveals the great potential

of Breton's Surrealist style. Its finest texts are to be found

among the poems proper.

#**#*##**■*■**#♦**

It would be perfectly feasible to consider first the prose-

poems of Clair de Terre. then the poems written in "vers libres",

or vice-versa. The basic difference of form is not completely un¬

important, but as many of the themes and motifs, and also many of

the poetic devices, images and other aspects of their language are

common to both types, we are not separating the two genres in the

remainder of this chapter.

There is little direct evidence regarding the degree to

which these poems are the fruits of automatic writing. Breton has
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confided that he altered one or two of the phrases in the poem

Tournesol. which is fairly typical of the poems in "vers libres",

at least as far as its form is concerned, though, as will be seen

later, it is unique in other respects. As the prose-poems are

often very reminiscent of the majority of the texts in Les Champs

magn^tiques, it is quite probable that they are basically auto¬

matic texts, whereas there is at least some degree of conscious

arrangement in the poems written in free verse. Breton has never

denied that there must be a "minimum de direction" or a "minimum

d'arrangement" in the latter.

No single theme overtly dominates Clair de Terre, though as

was seen at the beginning of this chapter, the interplay of light

and dark, or rather flashes of light out of the darkness, suggest¬

ed by the title of the recueil, provide the symbolic backcloth.

The sudden switches and fluctuations which characterized the

r^cits de reves are matched by the ever-changing themes of the

poems proper. There are fleeting allusions to major preoccupat¬

ions of the Surrealists: death and suicide, love and Woman, sleep

and dreams. Not one of these themes imposes itself on the

recueil, however, for they do not recur sufficiently frequently,

or with sufficient force. Clair de Terre tells us very little

about Breton, the man.

Plutot la vie perhaps throws most light on Breton's frame

of mind at the time. Though LiG. Gros refers to its "quete de la

vie immediate","'' employing the phrase which Eluard used as the

title of one of his recueils, it is possible to see this poem in

1. Gros, L.G., Poetes contemporains, 2e s£rie, Paris: Cahiers du
Sud, 1951, p.27.
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drowning man is reputed to clutch at a straw. It is common know¬

ledge that Breton was preoccupied with the problems of death and

suicide during the years of the 1920's, and we have seen indi¬

cations of this in Les Champs magndtiques; and it is not without

significance that the second number of the new Surrealist review,

La Revolution surrdaliste, the edition of January 25th, 1925»

contains a special inquiry on suicide.

The first section of Plutot la vie appears to deal with

death, though the images Breton produces are hardly conventional:

"Plutot la vie que ces prismes sans dpaisseur meme si les
couleurs sont plus pures

Plutot que cette heure toujours couverte que ces terribles
voitures de flammes froides

Que ces pierres blettes
Plutot ce coeur & cran d'arret
Que cette mare aux murmures
Et que cette <5toffe blanche qui chante a la fois dans
l'air et dans la terre

Que cette benediction nuptiale qui joint mon front &
celui de la vanite totale". (CT 72)

It may be that Breton sees some resemblance between the wedding-

blessing and the words spoken at a funeral. The first image in

the sequence, the "prismes sans £paisseu.r" seems to suggest not

only a loss of materiality but also the decomposition of light;

this paves the way for the image of the "pierres blettes", a

favourite Bali motif, which possibly evokes stages in the gradual

transformation of matter after death; the "£toffe blanche qui

chante & la fois dans l'air et dans la terre", though it may

suggest the notion of ascension into heaven to the accompaniment

of choirs and angels, is perhaps the result of a fusion of a num¬

ber of separate things: a bridal gown and the clothes of a dead

person, the singing in a church, a burial. Interpreted quite
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literally, however, this image is simply another case of "aural

surrealism".

Deterred by such images, Breton in the remaining stanzas

tries to turn his back on thoughts of death and considers instead

the alternative, but though he accepts the challenge of life, as

he always will, his vision is somewhat personal and unusual:

"Plutot la vie avec ses draps conjuratoires
Ses cicatrices d»Evasions
Plutot la vie cette rosace sur ma tombe". (ibid.)

He accepts life's scars and difficulties, he knows that it will be

followed by death, but the motif of the rose-window, an arche¬

typal symbol of perfection, as well as an emblem of the wheel of

fortune, expresses the other side, the possibility of discovering

beauty and mystery; and the rather unusual word "conjuratoires"

could well suggest life's more magical aspects, associated here,

because of the word "draps", with redeeming Eros; and the next

line comes a little closer to the Surrealists' idea of "la vie

immediate" to which L-G. Gros refers, as Breton insists:

"La vie de la presence rien que de la presence".

Yet this is a transient mood, because Breton has to confess that he

rarely felt part of such a life.

Whereas the style of the poem up to this point is rather

rhetorical, with the title-phrase being repeated over and over

again, it appears only at the beginning and end of the third stanza,

which is still devoted to the theme of life, though its images are

as unusual as ever, with one outstanding example of the surrealist

image of apparent contradiction:

"Plutot la vie plutot la vie Enfance vdn£rable". (CT 73),

(v. supra, p.81).
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The third stanza is perhaps the most attractive section of

the poem, building up, as it does, to its splendid evocation of

the delectably devastating effect of a woman's caresses:

"Tu songes en contemplant la trajectoire tout du long
Ou seuleiaent en fermant les yeux sur l'orage adorable qui

a nom ta main", (ibid.)

The force of these lines resides not so much in the linking

of the storm and the woman'3 hand, though they are "distant reali¬

ties" and representatives of the abstract and the concrete, the

natural and the human, as in the surprise created by the choice of

the adjective "adorable" to describe the "orage". Furthermore,

there is a more conventional lyricism in the assonance; and this

lyricism probably reinforces the oneiric or visionary atmosphere

introduced by the verbs "songes" and "en contemplant". However,

such "sudden lifts" are a permanent feature of the diction in this

poem; there is in Plutot la vie an interesting contrast, or even a

conflict, between its somewhat depressing basic ideas and its

lyrical language.

The fourth and fifth stanzas, though presenting further

series of images inspired by the title, again depict life as being

basically dreary and disappointing, with allusions to waiting-

rooms which lead nowhere and to drab small towns. The opening words

of the final stanza may evoke some discord in the poet's marriage:

"Plutot la vie comrne fond de dddain
A cette tete suffisamment belle
Comme 1'antidote de cette perfection qu'elle appelle et
qu'elle craint". (ibid.)

Then the juxtaposed terms, "La vie le fard de Dieu", may suggest a

false god or else that real life must be sought beneath appearances.

Life is like an unused passport, but at least there is always the

possibility of a journey and excitement to look forward to at some
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point in the future; and the poem does end as it began with the

title-phrase, "Plutot la vie". Breton is ready to accept the good

with the bad, he recognizes that the veil of humdrum "reality" must

be lifted before life's magic can be disclosed.

The theme of death is, however, obviously present in an in¬

triguing text, Ma mort par Robert Pesno3t the title is significant,

for Desnos, the poet Breton describes in the first Manifests as the

best exponent of Surrealism (M 38), was at that period preoccupied

with the question of death. When Rosa Buchole, who has written the

most comprehensive, if not the most critical study of Desnos to

date, discusses Deuil pour Deuil (1924), she points out this fact

in the following terms:

"L'heure oxi Desnos s'aperqoit ecrivant a toujours pour lui le
rayonnement funeste du d^sastre. II n'est gu&re de recueil
ou il ne se voie, ne se sente, au plus profond de lui-meme
mort " 1

Even in the linguistic experiments that are the poems of L'Aumonyme

and Langage cuit the theme of death is never far away for Desnos.

In the poem Coeur en bouche, where the poet addresses his night

visitor, he cries out to her:

"On me cloua avec des clous aussi maigres que des morts dans
une mort de silence." 2

Breton's poem appears to be written from the point of view

of Desnos, looking back on his death, and the account is both amusing

and highly imaginative:

"Jamais la religion au secours de l'opinion
Ne s'^tait & ce point commise
Dans une cabine de bains
J'entrais avec la Vierge en personne". (CT 70)

1. L'Evolution podtique de Robert Desnos, Bruxelles: Palais des
Academies, 1956, p.68.

2. Desnos, R., Corps et Biens, p.81.
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Breton captures the ready humour and the anticlerical spirit of

Desnos; and the second half of the poem is even more extravagant,

being based on a comparison between the journey of Desnos and that

of the five jockeys in a horse-race, a comparison which gives rise

to a number of gratuitous images. Unfortunately, when treated in

such a fashion, the theme of death is submerged in the verbal

buffoonery.

The feeling of despair, which lies behind Breton's thoughts

of suicide and death, pervades Ligne bris£e (CT 83). The opening

metaphor of this poem sets the tone:

"Nous le pain sec et l'eau dans les prisons du ciel".

The prison motif, noticed already in Les Champs magndtiques, re¬

turns a few lines further on, and coupled with the suggestion of

death in such phrases as "Rien ne nous exprime au-del& de la mort"

and "Nous portons son deuil en jaune", heightens the gloom, despite

the substitution of yellow for the customary black of mourning.

Furthermore, there is a "correspondence" between the outside world

and the poet's inner universe, for Breton refers to the weather

breaking up.

Suddenly he writes explicitly of the lifting of one corner of

the veil. He can conceive of dreams' will being done, and the final

line, which begins with an enigmatic, if attractive, image, ends

with a clear statement of hope and purpose »

"Le ventre des mots est dord ce soir et rien n'est plus en vain".
(CT 84)

The thought of death and the feeling of despair are really dispelled

for Breton by the sudden appearance on the scene of Woman, the

herald and incarnation of love. The twin themes of Woman and love

are seen at their best in Clair de Terre in two of the poems which
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we propose to discuss presently in some detail, Au regard des

divinitds and Tourne3ol, but they are touched on briefly else¬

where. In Amour parchemind Breton encounters a dreaming girli

"J'appelle une fille qui reve dans la maisonnette dorde; elle
me rejoint sur les tas de mousse noire et m'offre ses l&vres
qui sont des pierres au fond de la riviere rapide." (CT 54)

The tone of this sentence prefigures that of some of the fine love-

poems of L'Air de l'Eau (cf. Au beau deroi-.jour de 1934), but in

Amour parchemind everything is very evanescent: the girl disap¬

pears from the mental screen; the scene switches from town to

country and then back to the town. Similarities with L'Air de

1'Eau are seen, too, in II n'y a pas b sortir de 1&, particularly

in lines 25-29 of this poem:

"Dans 1'autre monde qui n'existera pas
Je te vois blanc et dldgant
Les cheveux des famines ont l'odeur de la feuille d'acanthe
0 vitres superposdes de la pensde
Dans la terre de verre s'agitent des squelettes de verre".

(Ct 64)

Despite the reference to the acanthus-leaves discussed earlier

(v. supra, p. 93 ), other aspects of these lines - the theme of the

whiteness of the skin (though not here a woman's skin), the tech¬

nique of superimposing, the motif of glass - are all important

features of the poems in the 1934 collection, inspired by Breton's

new bride; and these lines possess the same lyrical qualities as

the poems of L'Air de I'Bau, qualities that can only in part be

explained by the internal rhyming of "terre"/"verre" and the allit¬

eration and the exclamation in "0 vitres superposdes de la pensde"

with its possibly symbolic representation of the abstract by the

concrete which serves to evoke the clarity and the purity of the

vision, or even the movement from the material world to the spirit¬

ual world, suggested, if rejected, in the opening line of the
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sequence. The lyricism resides as much in the rhythm, and Breton

succeeds in giving to the "vers libres" of irregular length some

intrinsic pattern which makes them sound almost as natural as

alexandrines.

II n'y a pas h sortir de 1& is also the setting for the return

of the motif of the naked woman:

"Une jeune fille nue aux bras d'un danseur beau et cuirassd
comme saint Georges". (CT 63)

One can interpret this line both literally and symbolically, since

the woman's nakedness and the armour of the male dancer might serve

merely to emphasize her soft, gentle fragility and eroticism and

his virile hardness.^"
The theme of love is brought back in Mille et mille fois, a

poem built loosely around the motif of a mysterious tower. Radiat¬

ing from this central motif are a number of images, the most signi¬

ficant of which allude to the themes of love and Woman:

"La neige que je prends dans la main et qui fond
Cette neige que j'adore fait des reves et je suis un de

ces reves

Et pendant que les onze signes se reposent
Je prends part §. 1'amour qui est une mdcanique de cuivre

et d'argent dans la haie

1. Edward Lucie-Smith has commented thus on this theme: "If the
more commonly encountered erotic symbols often suggest that the
role of the female is to be destroyed by sex, there is also
imagery which seems to preach the gospel of male unvulnerability.
In Cranaoh's Judgment of Paris, the hero wears armour, while
the three goddesses are naked; and the contrast between soft
flesh and shining armour continued to tickle the taste of Europe¬
an painters from the 16th century onwards. We find this contrast
strikingly employed in many paintings by Rubens - for instance,
in The Hero Crowned by Victory in Dresden, and The Triumph of
the Victor in Kassel. Perhaps one reason for the interest taken
by painters in the image of the armoured man, juxtaposed with
the female nude, was that armour is characteristically both
rigid and form-fitting, 30 that it is a kind of substitution
(taking the whole body for part of the body) for a permanently
erect penis." (Eroticism in Western Art, London: Thames and
Hudson, 1972, p.246.
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Je suis un des rouages lea plus d>Slicafc3 cie l'amour terrestre
Et 1'amour terrestre cache lea autres amours

A la fagon des sigries qui me oachent 1'esprit." (C? 79)

Ah the title of his next collection of automatic texts,

./oisson soluble, implies, Breton sees himself as becoming soluble

in his thoughts and dreams, like melting snow, and the snow

suggests both purity and transient beauty. The image or symbol

of the snow, as William Y. Tindall has indicated, can be seen in

terms of the death/life opposition which is, of course, a mani¬

fest theme of Clair de Terrei

"Since snow ia a form of water, a traditional image of life,
it holds the possibility of thawing. Ambivalent, therefore,
it may hold suggestions of life as well as the death to .

which its coldness and whiteness appear to confine it."

As evening falls, Breton feels himself at one with the

world; thanks to love, he feels part of its mechanism, at onoe

delicate and uysterious, rich and metallic, like the copper and

silver interplay of the leaves and the filigree frost in the

hedgerows. There is a veritable cascade of fine imagery in this

poem, a strange metaphor of day and night seen as two gardens

"dans lesquels se prominent raes mains qui n'ont rien & faire",

and a sp-lendid simile in which the heavens are evoked in terms

of a wondrous bed«

"J'ai d^fait le ciel comme un lit merveilleux
Mon bras pend du ciel avec un chapelet d'dtciles
Qui descend de jour en jour
Kt dont le premier grain va disparaitre dans la mer
A la plaoe da raea couleurs vivantes". (CT 79-80)

Ideas associated with the two terms of the simile, the sky and the

bed, are interwoven so that the poet, lying in bed with his arm

over the side, is transposed into a surreal cosmic setting, reminding

1. The Literary Kymbol, New York: Columbia University Press, 1955»
pp.225-226.
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one of Valentine Hugo's Constellation (1935)> which places a six-

starred pleiad of Surrealist poets, including Breton, together

with some naked women in a celestial setting.'*' In Breton's poem

the disposition of the stars suggest the additional element in the

sequence, the beads of a marvellous rosary which Breton lazily

tells; and the mood of delightful indolence is conducive to the

state of receptivity required for successful automatic writing.

Nevertheless, the importance of the paramount Surrealist

themes of love and Woman is far less obvious in Clair de Terre than

in some of Breton's subsequent recueils. Love tends here to remain

an abstraction. Breton's first wife, Simone, was never the Muse

that Jacqueline or Elisa were; or perhaps it would be fairer to

conclude that the more sustained use of automatic writing in the

poems composed during the time of his first marriage led, almost

paradoxically, given the supposed direct tapping of subconscious

thought, to a less personal and intimate portrait of the beloved.

The allusion to dreams in Mille et mille fois may suggest

that this poem, if not entirely a "r£cit de reve en vers libres",

contains nonetheless some oneiric passages. If so, one should

perhaps try to relate it to the claim Breton makes some years

later in Les Vases communicants:

"Je ne vois rien dans tout l'accomplissement de la fonction
onirique, qui n'emprunte clairement," pour peu qu'on veuille
se donner la peine de 1'examiner, aux seules donn^es de la
vie vdcue." (V 57)

Obviously Breton alone would have been in a position to interpret

the poem in such a light, yet one can hasard tentative explanati¬

ons of certain of the ideas and images. The lines from Mille et

mille fois quoted above suggest that the snow is one of the mani¬

fest sources of the poem or the dream. The mysterious tower, the

1. v. Waldberg, P., Surrealism, Londoni Thames and Hudson, 1965,
between pp.64-65.
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principal motif, is possibly a transformation of some building

familiar to Breton.* It acquires at once, however, a symbolic air,

if not a symbolic sense, for its real purpose and significance are

never made apparent} it has an archetypal quality. One may con¬

jecture whether it is a reference to the sixteenth major arcanum

of the Tarot pack, the absolute meaning of which is held to be

"les constructions fictives des d£sirs de l'homme"} one can think

in terms of phallic symbolism, or of the iv^ry tower, or of the

lighthouses which Baudelaire employed to evoke the world's great

artists} but none of these interpretations are justified by any

clue in the text} nor does Breton even slightly hint at the signifi¬

cance of the eleven signs which inhabit it. The only support for

another possibility, that Breton is thinking of the Tower of Babel,

the symbol of man's pride and the confusion and diversity of

tongues, is the subsequent allusion to "un lit merveilleux", since

Herodotus claimed that the temple on the top of the Biblical tower

was furnished with a magnificent bed and a table of gold, where a

2
priestess would spend the night to await a visit from a god.

The possibility that certain images, if not entire poems,

are supplied by dreams is hinted at, too, in Epervier incassable,

constructed around the theme of night in a dormitory, and in Tout

paradis n'est pas perdu. This attractive and intriguing little

poem, which begins with the picture of exotic birds, "coqs de

roche", like knights of old defending the dew, their bright crests

thrashing like swords, develops implicitly the idea of a combat,

1. The motif of the tower, like that of the deserted street,
mentioned earlier, is often found, too, in the works of Chirico.

2. Herodotus, History, Book I, Clio, 181-182.



371.

not only with the Miltonic title and the closing allusion to evil,

but also with the various images of light piercing the darkness:

"la devise charmante de 1'Eclair", "une horloge phosphorescente",

"la campagne/dress^e aux approches et aux reculs cdlestes". After

the fine personification of a villa, Breton suggests that the

night is the source of his images. (He does not specify whether

he is thinking of dreams or simply of the sights of the night):

"Les tempes bleues et dures de la villa baignent dans la
nuit qui ddcalque mes images". (CT 69)

The relationship between dream-images and "le merveilleux"
\

is, of course, at the heart of Surrealism. One interesting aspect

of Clair de Terre, which may combine these two phenomena, is its

strange bestiary. In one of the prose-poems, Rendez-vous (CT 60-

61), there is a truly surreal creature, "le bombyx h. tete humaine",

but the most significant text in the collection in this respect

is Dans la vallde du raonde. The stage is set by its opening line:

"Des animaux disjoints font le tour de la terre". (CT 77)

Henceforth bizarre zoological images dominate the poeoj "seize

reptiles <5toil6s", "1*ombre des ailes des pattes des nageoirea",

"singes marins", "lerossignol qui vit dans les Spaves", "les

oreilles des £16phants qu'on prenait pour des pierres tombales",

"le3 fenmes dont le troupeau est conduit par les animaux fabuleux".

It is as if Breton has taken the reader back to a prehistoric era

or to seme valley isolated from the rest of the world, a place

evolution has by-passed and left in the same state as it was at the

dawn of civilisation. In most of these zoologioal images there is

either an element of "ddpaysement" or the juxtaposition of distant

realities.

If, however, one thinks more of "le merveilleux moderne",
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this is represented in Glair de Terre by the motif of the street-

sign, which we have seen already in the r6cits de reve3, but which

returns in the poems proper in Au regard des aivinit<3s, where the

title itself could even be taken from such a street-sign, which

would act as a symbolic indication to the poet of the workings of

objective chance. In the body of the poem one specimen is used

as the tenor in a fanciful simile;

"La lettre cachetde aux trois coins d'un poisson
Passait maintenant dans la lumi&re des faubourgs
Comme une enseigne de dompteur". (CT 67) ^

The street-sign is generally held to be an object lacking in taste.

This "unaesthetic" quality, coupled with its considerably augmen¬

ted role in a modern world where advertising is literally changing

the face of our cities, makes the street-sign appealing to the

Gurrealist and the Fop-artist alike. Furthermore, the inscription

on an old street-sign was often a rebus (v. supra, pp.177-170) and

would attract 3reton for this reason.

The Surrealists were ever open to the incursion of "le mer-

veilleux" into everyday reality, and they desired and welcomed its

incursion. One line in particular, in the poem Le soleil en laisse,

remains in one's mind, for it summarizes the Surrealist attitude

admirably;

"Nous regardons l'incroyable et nous y croyons malgrd nous".
(CT 87)

Yet apart from the isolated examples mentioned, "le merveil-

1. The explanation of the intriguing first line of this quotation
has been discovered by Anna Balakian;" 'la lettre cachetde aux
trois coins d'un poisson1 becomes less mystifying when one sees
the poem surrounded by the drawing of a fish in the private
painting in Mate Collinet's collection. The fish i3 made to look
like a triangle; the two sides of the head and the point of the
tail make the three points of the seal." (Andrd Breton. p.l35»
note l).
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theme of Clair de Terre, but it is always present in the imagery

itself. Indeed, Clair de Terre is really far more interesting for

its images than for its thematic content, though, as usual, it is

extremely difficult to separate the two, unless one is content to

study the imagery from the purely formal angle.

****************

The images in these poems do lead lives of their own, as

Breton claimed they should in Les mots sans rides. They no longer

serve as mere illustrations of the themes of the poems; they are

no longer little ornaments decorating the ideas.

A number of the fascinating images in Clair de Terre have

already been mentioned en passant. This recueil does contain ex¬

amples of the various types of surrealist images Breton lists in

the Manifeste du Surrdalisme. One can, in fact, take each type in

turn and find specimens:

(a) The image of apparent contradiction:

"Snfance v£n£rable" (CT 73» supra, p. 8l).

(b) The image in which one of the terms is curiously hidden:

As we saw in the discussion of this category in the chapter on

the first Manifeste (cf. supra, p& 85"<°), it is not entirely

clear what Breton understood by this term, especially as he

did not choose a very good example. A'e related the category

to the traditional symbol, but a line from II n'y a pas a

sortir de la may reveal what Breton, in fact, had in mind;

"Cet explorateur aux prises avec les fourmis rouges de son
*

propre sang". (CT 64)

This line stands isolated from the rest of the poem. The
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reader is left in suspense, waiting for a verb and a complement.

The explorer could be seen as a symbolic figure, an embodiment

of the theme of the quest, and the image of the ants in the

second half of the line could be read as an amusing, but apt,

expression of a tingling sensation experienced by the explorer/

poet. However, one cannot ignore that the sentence, if one is

to see this line or image in terms of a sentence, is incomplete.

(c) The image which suddenly closes the angle of its compass:

"L'air est tailld comme un diamant". (CT 59)

The second half of the line is to some extent an anticlimax,

since the comparison is quite orthodox, but as the diamond for

Breton is usually a symbol of beauty and revelation, the

image does not, in fact, fade away, and the linking of the air

and a diamond, relatively "distant realities", still reverber¬

ates in the reader's mind, as he strives to imagine the degree

of purity the poet has evoked.

(d) The image which derives from itself an absurd formal .justifi¬

cation:

"Sous 1'ombre il y a une lumi&re et sous cette lumi&re il y a

deux ombres". (CT 88)

Though this line may at first sight appear to be rather an

image of apparent contradiction, it is in fact the intricate

form of the cross-correspondance of "lumi&re" and "ombre" which

causes one to smile. Furthermore, the reader lingers more on

the significance of the thematic interplay of light and shade

in this image, which brings out yet again the quality of merely

partial revelation, than on the purely formal consideration.

(e) The image of a hallucinatory order:



One could cite any oneiric image, or indeed any oneiric text,

as an example of this category. Of course, in the Manifeste

Breton illustrates this kind of image with his inaccurate

quotation from Au regard des divinitdss "Sur le pont la ros£e

a tete de chatte se bergait."

(f) The image which naturally lends to the abstract the mask of

the concrete or vice-versa:

"les vices aux noirs sourcils". (CT 56)

Though this phrase with its Homeric epithet appears on the

page as a personification of an abstract, it was presumably at

the outset the very reverse; it is almost an example of

synecdoche, in which the part (the attributes of the intruders

into the dormitory), "les vices", stands for the whole (the in¬

truders themselves).

(g) The image which implies the negation of some elementary

physical property:

"A cette heure les premiers scaphandriers tombent
du ciel". (CT 62)

The divers are removed from their normal element, water, and

are seen falling from the skies. The distortion in this case

may be a simple substitution of divers for parachutists or

else the image may pre-figure modern space-walkers, especially

as "scaphandre" is now used to designate the outfit worn by

cosmonauts. Attempts at rational explanation, however, do not

wholly erase the violence implicit in the invasion of reality

in this image.

(h) The image which raises a laugh:

Again, most surrealist images could be placed in this category,

which is the most subjective of all. An obvious example,
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however, is the mildly sacrilegious image from Ma mort par

Robert Desnos:

"bans une cabine de bains/j'entre avec la Vierge en
personne". (CT JO)

It is probable that Breton's classification of the types of

surrealist image in the Manifeste was based to some extent on the

images he found in his own poems, especially the ones in this

recueil, and, as was seen above, one of Breton's examples in the

Manifeste is taken from Glair de Terre.

It appears that the most common types of surrealist images

in Clair de Terre are hallucinatory images, images which lend the

mask of the concrete to the abstract, or vice versa, and humorous

images.

One could argue that many entire poems, not just isolated

images, are of a hallucinatory order. This is certainly true of

some of the more oneiric texts, such as Epervier incassable (GT 56),

Tout paradis n'est pas perdu (CT 69), and Mille et mille fois

(CT 79)• If, however, one concentrates more on individual images,

one finds that Clair de Terre abounds in images based on visual

distortion or visual "d^paysement". A series of these visual

images occur in Epervier incassable:

"On voit des mains se couvrir de manchons d'eau. Sur les

grands lits vides s'enchevetrent des ronces tandis que les
oreillers flottent sur des silences plus apparents que rdels."

(CT 56)

The empty beds tangled up in brambles is a classic visual

surrealist image: it contains a fusion of the natural and the man-

made; it is almost an example of "la beauts convulsive" like the

locomotive abandoned in the forest (cf. supra, p.242). Moreover

the literal notion of the floating pillows constitutes a kinetic
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hallucination, as it endows with movement an object which in the

real world cannot move of its own accord. The use of the impersonal

subject "on" and the reflexive verbs adds a dream-like vagueness

to the action. The poet Is a detached observer, struggling to make

out the successive scenes and incidents. The conscious part of his

mind seems to be wrestling with the images surging from his sub¬

conscious.

There is a similar fusion of the natural and the man-made,

and a similar "convulsive beauty" in Privds

"Ce qui reste du moteur sanglant est envahi par 1'aub^pine...."
(CT 62)

This tableau would make a good subject for a Surrealist

artist, for a Dali or an Ernst. The engine is not in operation,

but its latent dynamism is still felt: the blood oozing from it

implies that it is still warm and yet the hawthorn is already grow¬

ing around it, embracing it almost sadistically. The poem ends

with an equally splendid but more pleasant cosmic image which be¬

trays a note of optimism:

"Et pour une fois ne se peut-il que 1'expression pour la vie
ddiclenche una des aurores bordales dont sera fait le tapis de
table du Jugement Dernier?" (ibid.)

The reader's first reaction is probably to imagine a Surreal¬

ist version of Michelangelo's famous ceiling in the Sistine Chapel,

but perhaps one should go beyond this and note with awe in the

sudden allusion to the Northern Lights, which will be one of the

starting-points of the long poem, Les Etats g^ndraux, the attempt

not only to evoke resurgent hope but also possibly an intuition of

the experience of the "point supreme", especially as the Aurora

Borealis is associated in the image with the Last Judgment. Once

again the "earth-light" theme returns.
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Michel Carrouges does not make the claim that such images of

light evoke the "point supreme", but in the extract he quotes from

the Zohar, this concept is expressed in terms of "un mince filet de

lumilre" which forms around it "des ondes lumineuses".1

Similarly, Silhouette de paille is noteworthy primarily for

its images, which form a Surrealist tableau in words? once again it

would be easy to transpose much of the poem into a painting. In

addition to the striking visual images, however, Breton includes

others which operate on the aural plane, evoking strange surreal

sounds such as the one near the end of the poem which is followed

by an unusual example of synaesthesiat

"Ma rame de palissandre fait chanter vos cheveux
Un son palpable dessert la plage
Noire de la colore des seiches
St rouge du cotd du panonceau." (CT 75)

If the aural image in the first of these lines is entirely

arbitrary, at least the alliteration, the assonance and the rhythm
2

make it lyrical; and the obvious effect of the adjective "palpable"

is to increase the immediacy and the resonance of the indeterminate

"son". There is only apparent contradiction in the opposition of

the two colours in the two final lines, but they are made moire

surreal by the impression that the escutcheon-sign is removed from

its normal position and by the allusion to the wrath of the cuttle¬

fish.

Another basic feature of surrealist imagery, the fusion of

the abstract and the concrete, is particularly common in the prose-

poems. Though Les reptiles oambrioleurs opens with a series of

1. Andrg Breton et les donn^es fondamentales du surrealisme,
p. 27, ff.

2. Likewise one of the secrets of Eluard's lyricism is his judicious
use of these traditional poetic features.
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a touch of humour, gradually the Surrealists' penchant for images

where the abstract is merged into the concrete gains the upper

hand. In the space of a few lines, one finds a number of examples!

"3ur le 'sarrau' couvert d'^tincelles de lait passent
successiveiaent la paresse des distractions, la tempete de
l'araour at les nombreuses nu^es d'inseotes du souci. Marie
sait que sa aire ne jouit plus de toute3 ses facultdsx des
journdes entiSres, coiff<§e de reflexions plus coulissdes
qu'en rove, elle mord le collier de larines du rire." (CT 51-52)

The abstract concepts of "la paro3sa des distractions" and "la

tempete de 1'amour" are made almost concrete by the force of the

verb "passent", by the possibility that Breton is, in any case,

describing in abstract terms things that are, in fact, concrete

(motifs on the smock) and by the use of nominal constructions.

Breton exploits the homonyray of "souci" which has both an abstract

and a concrete meaning: "care" and "marigold", similarly, "re¬

flexions" almost takes a visual form and "le collier de larmes du

rire" adds to the fusion of the abstract and the concrete an

apparent contradiction. Breton appears to be enjoying himself here

as he repeats the basic device over and over again.

Fine examples of the fusion of the abstract and the concrete

are found, too, in Amour parchemind>

" ..Des preasentirnents voil«?3 descendant lea marches des
Edifices 3i l'on prend un bain dans la moire des rues,
l'enfance revient au pays, levrette grise. L'homme cherche
sa proie dans les airs et les fruits s&chent sur des claies
de paper rose, £ 1'ombre des noma dfeesurds par l'oubli. Les
joias at les peines se r^pandent dans la ville. L'or et
l'eucalyptus, de meme odeur, attaquent les reves....." (CT 54)

The abstract nouns threaten to become allegorical figures stalking

around the town, ghostly forms haunting the streets and buildings,

but since they are mentioned only once each, they never quite

materialize. The poet seems to have brief glimpses of another
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distinction between abstract and concrete is irrelevant.

As for the humorous imagery of Glair de Terra, this is

basically of the formal variety, featuring different kinds of word¬

play. In the final section of dpervier incassable (CT %) there is

a modification of a clichd: "II y a tin message au lieu d'un ldzard

sous cheque pierre". This new statement acquires greater signifi¬

cance for Breton, however, especially later in his life, when in

company with his friends he would spend hours looking for unusual

stones. in II n'y a pas & sortir de 1& (CT 63), Apollinaire's

famous image of the "soleil cou coupd" is modified by Breton and

becomes "le soleil chlen couchant", with its further hint of word¬

play in the fact that the adjective could well be applied to either

noun.

Yet despite the importance Breton attaches in the first

Manifesto to the arbitrary metaphor, despite his compilation there

of a provisional list of types of surrealist images, there is in

Clair de Terre side by side with the more modern and more unusual

imagery, a fair sprinkling of more traditional devices: similes,

synaesthesia, personification. This can be seen from the opening

sentences of Lea reptiles oambrioleura:

"bur la tringle de la cour la petite Marie venait de rnettre
le linge h sdoher. C'^tait una succession de dates fraiche3
encore: celle du mariage de sa ra&re (la belle robe de noces
avait <§t6 mise en pi&ces), un bapteme, les rideaux du berceau
du petit fr&re riaient au vent comme des mouettes 3ur les
rochers de la cote." (CT 51)

The orthodox simile concluding this extract is apt: the whiteness

and the motion of the curtain (and also of the clothes blowing on

1. cf. the article Langua de Pierres. (PC 147-155)
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the line) suggest to Breton seagulls with their flapping wings.

Another very comprehensible simile appears in the next sentence,

"l*enfant soufflait les fleurs de la lessive comme des chandelles".

The only unusual feature of this image is the substitution of

flowers (possibly dandelions) for bubbles. So despite the clearly

stated preference for the metaphor rather than the comparison, the

latter still plays its part in Glair de Terre.

The use of the conventional simile, together with another

traditional poetic device, synaesthesia, is perhaps the most

interesting feature of the imagery of the poem, C'est aussi le

bagne (CT 58)s against the background of a conviOt ship in the

harbour of possibly an exotic port,there is an atmosphere of love

and serenity, not only in the comparison,

"...le bagne avec ses br&ches blondes comme un livre sur les
genoux d'une jeune fille",

but also, more explicitly, in the lines,

"On voit le soir
Tomber collier de perles des monts
Sur 1'esprit de ses peuplades tachet£es r&gne un amour si plaintif
Que les devins se prennent h ricaner bien haut sur les ponts de

fer".

The mountains are transformed into a beautiful woman, perhaps even

a goddess of the night, by the reference to the string of pearls.

There is the suggestion that the convicts are about to make a fresh

start in life. In the line "C'est la Nouvelle Quelque Chose tra-

vailld"'' au socle et & l'archet de I'arche" there may be an obscure

1. The 1948 edition of Po&mes has the variant "travaill^e", which
at least serves as a reminder that writers of the classical period
treated "quelque chose" as a feminine pronoun. The only other way
of justifying the form "Nouvelle" is to read it in its sense of
"novelette, short story". (The use of the capital letter might
be explained in this way). In any case, my tentative explanation
of the relationship between this phrase and the rest of the poem
relies solely on the formal, rather than the semantic bond,bet¬
ween "Nouvelle Quelque Chose" and "Nouvelles-Galles du Sud".
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allusion to New South Wales (Nouvelles- Galles du Slid) and, more

precisely, to Botany Bay, the place to which criminals were once

deported. Although the train of thought in this poem is by no means

coherent, the poem has a certain indefinable attraction, due largely

to some of the images, the evocation of nightfall quoted above, and

also the final lines with their pleasing synaesthesia and their

lucid simile:

"L'air est taill£ comme un diamant
Pour les peignes de 1'immense Vierge en proie & des vertiges

d'essence alcoolique ou florale
La douce cataracte gronde de parfums sur les travaux". (CT 59)

The orthodox image evokes, as we have seen, the clearness, the purity

of the evening air, and the previous suggestion of a female deity is

developed by the image of the huge Virgin, whose tresses are seen in

the waterfall, to which she lends her sweet perfume. In this splen¬

did image, blending woman and nature, the Virgin's combs are cut from

the air, from the breeze, like a diamond.

A similar conventional image, a similar type of personifi¬

cation, occurs at the start of Rendez-vous, (CT 60), where in the

magnificent evocation of a storm lightning is portrayed as a knight

in armour; and beneath the silent stride of his horse the mountain

seems to open its eyes, more fascinating than Siam - Siam being

employed as a symbol of the mysteries and the attractions of the

Orient. The lightning no doubt reminds Breton of the lance thrust¬

ing forward and gleaming in the sunlight, as the knight rides on to

meet his foe; and the mountain, disturbed by the storm, appears to

rouse itself from its millennial sleep like an ancient dragon, a

further motif with Oriental connotations. In this poem it is the

thematic lightning which helps to create and to reinforce the visual

surreal effects.
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Despite the marvels of such images, however, many of the

texts of Clair de Terre lack coherence. The love-play of the

imagery rather than logical or rational considerations determines the

structure of most of the poems. The reader is perhaps too conditi¬

oned to the need for order, and it is only when one can sit hack and

enjoy the verbal firework-display for its own sake that the poems of

Clair de Terre become fully acceptable.

********** ********

In their style the prose-poems are very reminiscent of the

automatic texts of Les Champs magngtiques: everything is still very

evanescent; there is constant switching of themes and motifs, con¬

stant change of scene and subject; there is frequently little obvi¬

ous connection between a poem and its title; and in fact these re¬

marks are equally valid for the poems in "vers libres".

Occasionally one discovers in the text of a poem some

comment which bears on the question of style. For example, the

poem II n'y a pas h sortir de 1&, which was compared in one way

with Apollinaire's Zone, contains a reference to the absence of

punctuation, which reinforces this comparison, for Apollinaire,

after all, was one of the first French poets in modern times to

dispense with it:

"Riviere d'dtoiles
Qui entraine les signes de ponctuation de mon poeme et de ceux

de mes amis". (CT 63)

Breton may even have been thinking of Apollinaire in the allusion

to his friends in the latter line.

If one examines closely the vocabulary of Clair de Terre,

one finds in these poems a subtle melange of polyvalent common

nouns and generic terms (e.g. nuit, neige, sable) and precise,
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rheostat, h^liotropisme), and this melange is one of the factors

responsible for Breton's obvious originality} it is expressed in

what amount to cryptic formulae, despite the length of the lines.

The length of the lines creates an illusion of order, or rational

presentation; but this is pure "trompe-l'oeil". Disparate ideas

and images are juxtaposed and left to interact to generate reacti¬

ons which are almost chemical in their nature.

3reton is still exploiting the "espaces blancs" between the

words and he uses them to set up a tension between the words} he

manages to oreate a charged atmosphere, a feeling of expectancy.

In order to give some indication of the way in which the

poems of Clair de Terre operate, we propose at this juncture to

give a more detailed analysis of some of the texts; the prose-poem

Cartes sur le3 dunes and two poems in "vers libres", Au regard des

divinit£s and L'Aigrette, to be followed by a few comments on

Breton's own interpretation of Tournesol.

"Cartes sur les dunes".

"L'horaire des fleurs creuses et des pommettes saillantea nous
invite & quitter les sali5res volcaniques pour les baignoires
d'oiseaux. Sur une serviette dam^e rouge sont disposes les
jours de l'ann^e. L'air n'est plus si pur, la route n'est plus
si large que le cdl&bre olairon. Dans une valise peinte de
gros vers on emporte les soirs p<5rissables qui sont la place
des genoux Bur un prie-Dieu. De petites bicyclettes cotel^es
tournent sur le comptoir. L'oreille des poissons, plus four-
ohue que le chSvrefeuille, <5coute descendre les huiles bleues.
Parmi les burnous 6clatants dont la charge se perd dans les
rideaux, je reconnais un homme issu da raon sang." (CT 55)

This is a typical short prose-poem and perhaps reveals a

basic secret of Breton's method of composition, which he will

employ throughout his careeri the art of blending together or juxta¬

posing series of themes and motifs, whether they are clearly linked
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majority of Breton's poems is not linear, in the sense that the

ideas and images are not assembled in a logical sequence. Later in

his career the poems are more obviously based on an analogical

structure rather than on a logical pattern, but in Clair de Terre

the structure of the poem, as of the typical surrealist image, is

founded on the juxtaposition of distant realities.

In Cartes sur les dunes the title does determine in part

the content of the poem. The cards and the sand-dunes lead to the

two principal motifs of the poem, a desert and a cafdj and Breton

superimposes images and ideas from the one on to the other. Caf£

scenes, both in the "real" world and in the world of art, often

contain groups of men playing cards. Breton appears to be contem¬

plating and describing two different tableaux - possibly there is

a desert-scene depicted somewhere in the cafd - and referring to

elements of each in turn. This would help to explain the sudden

switches in the text. Breton is describing the various things

which catch his attention in the caf6, but because he gives no

clear, rational explanation of his process of composition, the

reader is for a while bewildered.

The opening phrase of the poem, "L'horaire des fleurs

creuses", contains an interesting piece of word-play, for the word

"l'horaire" leads the poet to think, possibly subconsciously, of

"heures"} from there the next step is to think of the set phrase

"heures creuses", which is distorted into the phrase which finally

appears in the poem, "fleurs creuses". This is a good example of

how auditory hallucination, experienced perhaps in a day-dream,

leads to the creation of word-play in a poem.
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The remaining motifs in the first sentence,' "des pommettes

saillantes", "les sali&res volcaniques" and "les baignoires d'oi-

seaux" resemble each other in their fundamental circular shape. *•

Possibly each in turn is distorted and then changed into one of the

others in the poet's mental picture, if it is not simply a case of

the poet actually seeing each of these things before him. There

follows a series of largely visual images, as Breton alludes to
v

items which catch his attentions

"Sur une serviette damde rouge sont disposes les jours de
l'ann£e. L'air n'est pas si pur, la route n'est pas si
large que le c£l&bre clairon."

Although the first of these sentences appears to be a fusion of the

abstract and the concrete, it can be explained more simply, for in

certain calendars, especially the very elaborate ones devised by

some Central American peoples, (e.g. the Mayas), the days of the

year are set out in the way Breton indicates. In the second sen¬

tence there is a typical arbitrary Surrealist comparison. Even when

the basic "code" of the poem is cracked, however, one is still left

with some intriguing images, such as the next one in the poems

"Bans une valise peinte de gros vers on emporte les soirs
p^rissables qui sont la place des genoux sur un prie-Bieu."

Part of the difficulty lies in the ambiguity of the word "vers".

Breton would have been aware of the homonymy and has not sought to

destroy it or avoid it. One is perhaps reminded of Cubist paintings,

in which words are added to the canvas, if one reads "vers" as

"lines of poetry", but the other possibility, in which worms would

be substituted for paintbrushes, cannot be entirely excluded in the

context of a Surrealist poem. This image yields in turn to another

curious visual images

"De petites bicyclettes coteldes tournent sur le comptoir".
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setting in the caf€, and it is possible that Breton can see the

little bicycles to which he refers. Even this motif is distorted

in the poem, however, for the spokes of the wheels presumably

suggest to Breton the idea of "cotel6es".

After this visual distortion comes an example of aural

Surrealismt

"L'oreille des poissons, plus fourchue que le ch&vrefeuille,
£coute descendre les huiles bleues."

The gills of the fish are first of all converted into ears,

and this then becomes the pretext for the aural "d£paysement".

Finally, the poem returns to the other basic motif of the

desert, with an allusion to men in "burnous dclatants" amongst whom

Breton recognizes one born of his blood.

Thus the poem, despite the switches, despite the arbitrary

images, despite the hallucinatory distortions, does gravitate to

some extent around some basic motifs and does not suffer because of

thi3. However rudimentary it may appear, it is interesting because

it illustrates in miniature the structure one finds in Breton's

later long poems and in Nad.ja, Les Vases communicants, L'Amour fou

an<^ Arcane 17; a structure that tends to be more parallel than

linear and which blends together to greater or lesser degrees

apparently disparate ideas, themes, motifs and images.

Yet remarks of this nature do not suffice to convey the

real secret of the poem. By a series of subtle manoeuvres Breton

generates a genuinely poetic diction. In the varying lengths of

the sentences there is a curious combination of regularity and

irregularity; (the poem begins and ends with long sentences, and

there is a third long sentence in the middle; between these three



which form the backbone of the poem there are two groups of two

shorter sentences). This combination of regularity and irregular¬

ity creates a feeling of rhythm, which is reinforced by the sym¬

metry of construction, the repetition of "n'est plus si" in the

third sentence. Furthermore, the simple explanation of the open¬

ing phrase (in terms of word-play) fails to reveal the intrinsic

melody in the sound of the words in their new relationship; the

words suggest an atmosphere of relaxation, a state of receptivity

on the poet's part, a note of expectation, to be developed by the

opening verb "invite". The attraction of the central section re¬

sides in the novel phrase "soirs p£rissables"; the adjective in

itself has a quality which could be defined as "convulsive beauty"

for it reconciles suggestions of the enduring (its length) with

the ephemeral (its meaning); but the juxtaposition of the two

words in this new coupling is also just pleasing to the ear. In

the sentence beginning "L'oreille des poissons" there is the hint

of variations in the volume with its second phrase accentuated

before the remainder fades away after the hushing effect of

"£coute"; and there is a similar contrast in the final sentence

which opens with a fresh surge of sound, "Parmi les burnous £cla-

tants", where the epithet is very strong, before subsiding gently.

It is, in short, a poem one can appreciate better simply by read¬

ing it aloud than by seeking to discover a rational meaning. It

is a poem which succeeds by its visual and its aural effects in

evoking an atmosphere of relaxation, a mood of contentment, but

one which is destined to be transitory.
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"Au regard des divinitds"

" 'Un peu avant minuit pr&s du d^barcad&re.
Si una fenrae Sohevel^e te suit n'y prends pas garde.
C'est l'azur. Tu n*a3 rien A craindre de l'azur.
II y aura un grand vase blond dans un arbre.
Le clocher du village des couleur3 fondues
Te servira de point de replre. Prends ton temps,
Souviens-toi. Le geyser brun qui lance au ciel les pousses

de foug&re
Te salue.•

La lettre cachetge aux trois coins d'un poisson
Passait maintenant dans la lumikre dee faubourgs
Comme une enseigne de dompteur.

Au demeurant
La belle, la victime, celle qu'on appelait
Dans le quartier la petite pyramids de rds^da
D^couaait pour elle seule un nuage pareil
A un sachet de pitig.

Plus tard l'armure blanche
Qui vaquait aux soins domestiques et autres
En prenant plus fort & son aise que jamais,
L'enfant k la coquille, celui qui devait etre
Mais silence.

Un brasier d6j& donnait prise
En son sein k un ravissant roman de cape
Et d'6pde.

Sur le pont, k la meme heure,
Ainsi la ros£e k tete de chatte se berqait.
La nuit, - et les illusions seraient perdues.
Voici les Pferes blancs qui reviennent de vepres
Avec 1'immense cl6 pendue au-dessus d'eux.
Voici les h^rauts gri3? anfin voici sa lettre
Ou sa lfevrei mon coeur est un coucou pour Dieu.
Mai8 le temps qu'elle parle, il ne reste qu'un mur
Battant dans un tombeau comme une voile bise.
L'dternit6 recherche une montre-bracelet
Un peu avant minuit pr&s du ddbarcad&re." (CT 67-68)

A possible explanation of the title has been suggested

already, (v. supra, p.372); but a more profound, metaphysical inter¬

pretation need not be ruled out on that account. Though the poem

contains allusions to the White Fathers, to vespers, to God, the

precise nature of the "divinit^s" in the title is not disclosed.

The poem opens with a series of instructions, presumably

given to Breton or perhaps to Aragon, to whom the poem is dedicated,

in the "lettre cachet^e aux trois coins d'un poisson" referred to in
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line 8, (of. supra, p.372, note l). The letter comes from a nyster-

ious "geyser "brun qui lance au ciel les pousses de foug&re."1
Once more the opening lines create an immediate feeling of

expectancy; midnight is the proverbial magic hour, "l'azur" is the

traditional symbol and synonym of the Ideal and the "d^barcad&re"

is a symbolic setting and provides a symbolic meaning, since it is

an appropriate starting-point for the voyage that is the poem.

Although Breton never related the dishevelled woman mentioned in

this poem to Uadja, there appears to be almost as good grounds for

doing so as there are for relating the woman in Tournesol to

Jacqueline. Firstly, Badja is such a womant when she is first

described, she is said to be shabbily dressed and gives the impres¬

sion that she had not had time to finish her make-up, and, of course,

near the end of the book, Breton reveals that she had been removed

to a mental hospital. .Secondly, both the initial encounter between

Breton and Nadja and a number of subsequent incidents in Nad.ja take

place in the neighbourhood of the Gare de l'Est and the Gare du

Nord which could well be the setting for Au regard des divinitds.

The "d^barcad&re" in this context is perhaps more likely to be an

arrival platform at the railway station than a landing-stage, though

the importance of context in a Surrealist text is by no means

crucial (and in any case the "d^paysement" created if one interprets

"d^barcad&re" in its sense of "landing stage" would be interesting,

1. In the manuscript reproduced on p.2 of Sarane Alexandrian's
Breton par lui-meiae one reads "touffes de foug&re" and sees that
the colour of the "geyser" was changed from "gris" to "brun".
Perhaps the precise shade Breton had in mind was halfway between
the two. As for the change from "touffes" to "pousses", which
indicates that these poems were not entirely automatic texts
(or that they were "touched up" later), the latter has the ad¬
vantage of evoking better the upward spurt.
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and by heightening the air of unreality would perhaps help to in¬

crease the sense of expectancy). The "geyser brun" could even evoke

a jet or stream of smoke issuing from an engine in one of the

stations. Thirdly, there is in this poem an allusion to a street-

sign, which is an important motif in Nadja.

The next instruction in the letter, with its allusion to

the vase, is of course a good example of an image based on the

concept of visual "ddpayseraent". It is just possible that a simple

pun may lie behind the creation of this image, for one of the

meanings of "vase" in French is the "calyx" or "vase" of flowers

such as tulips, but despite this one inevitably thinks of the more

normal meaning of the word. Anna Balakian interprets the vase

according to the hieroglyphic meaning attached to it, the dispenser

of "the fire of the wise - that is, again the symbol of invocation.

It is in the tree - that is, in nature."^" One could also relate

this image to the golden urn, the vase of fire, from which the naked

woman, depicted on the 17th arcanum of the Tarot pack, pours, but

although Breton had listened to Derain interpreting the cards years

before, he did not take a deep interest in hermeticism until the

latter part of the 1920*s.

After the initial epistle and the setting of the poem in

"la lumi&re des faubourgs", a mysterious female figure, possibly

the "femme £chevelde", is introduced, though now Breton describes

her in somewhat different terms as "la petite pyramide de r£s£da",

at first sight yet another image bringing together very dissimilar

things, but to some extent this image is yet another modification

of the age-old comparison between woman and flowers, but the choice

1. Balakian, A., Andr£ Breton, p.136.
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of the specific variety of flowers is particularly unusual and

refreshing! it lends the phrase a' discreetly alliterative quality.

Moreover, this flower has a certain fragrance and visually evokes

a girl's golden curls. The mention of the pyramid adds to the

connotations the flower possesses a hint of iqystery and exoticism.

The activity in which she ie engaged, unstitching a cloud

like a sachet of pity, is another instance of the mask of the con¬

crete being lent to the abstract; but this generic explanation

hardly begins to penetrate the secret of the image, and in fact

there are more than these two terms involved. This complex image

brings together (a) the action of the verb "ddcoudre"? (b) the ob¬

ject of the verb, whether it be the "nuage" or the "sachet"} (c)

the impression, or expression, of pity. Though the previous des¬

cription of the woman as "la victims" may imply that it is the poet

who feels pity for her, even this is by no means certain. The

precise meaning of the image is less important, however, than its

gentle preciosity, a quality again created by the alliteration.

It is possible that the next few lines evoke the woman's

daydreamst there are allusions to a white suit of armour, the per¬

sonification of which makes one think more than ever in terms of

the chivalrous and valiant knight for whom it is intended, a child

in a shell (perhaps a reference to an unborn baby) and the more

explicit hint in the linest

"Un brasier ddj& donnait prise
En son sein k un ravissant roman de cape
Et d'dpde."

Prom the point of view of the form of the lines, the example

of "enjambement" is uncharacteristic of Surrealist poetry, and may

be a hark back up«n Breton's Mallarmdan period, :',imilarly, at the
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end of the poem, when Breton reverts to a couple of stanzas of

alexandrines (though the penultimate line would not meet the re¬

quirements of a strict prosodist), he appears to be making a con¬

scious return to his former style.

The illusions are shattered, however, by the sudden appear¬

ance of the famous "rosde & tete de chatte".

In the first of the two more regular stanzas Breton intro¬

duces some members of the organisation of the White Fathers and

"les hdrauts gris". Anna Balakian makes the interesting compari¬

son between them and the phantom figures bearing keys Breton

mentions in the first page of L'Amour fou, though the latter are

clad in black. What is important is Breton's interpretation of

their function:

"Boys du severe, interprdtes anonymes, enchainds et brillants
de la revue h grand spectacle qui toute une vie, sans espoir
de changement, possddera le theatre mental, ont toujours dvolud
mystdrieusement pour moi des etres thdoriques, que j'interprdte
comme des porteurs de elds: ils portent les elds des situations,
j'entends par 1& qu'ils ddtiennent le secret des attitudes les
plus significatives que j'aurai k prendre en prdsence de tels
rares dvdnements qui m'auront poursuivi de leur marque." (AF 7)

Furthermore, Breton's image of the great key suspended

above the White Fathers recalls a seventeenth-century painting on

silk in his collection, which is an illustration from "The Eighth

Key" by Basile Valentin."'' It shows a target surmounted by a key,

at which the archers are taking aim, a main sowing the seed, and

sprouting corn; and its theme is resurrection. In the context of

the poem the key could reinforce the note of expectancy introduced

in the opening lines and supported by the allusion to the heralds,

and possibly evokes the science of clidomancy. The omens are

1. v. Bessy, M., A Pictorial History of Magic and the Supernatural,
p.115. —



favourable} Breton senses that something is about to happen, the

atmosphere is similar to that at the beginning of Chapter IV of

I*Amour fou, when Breton is about to meet Jacqueline. The poem may

evoke the anticipation of Spring, and the anticipation of new love.

This atmosphere is apparently undermined, however, by the

word-play of the afterthought: " enfin voici sa lettre/Ou sa

l£vre" and the amusing metaphor, "... mon coeur est un coucou pour

Dieu," unless the cuckoo is heard as a symbol of Spring.

Anna Balakian sees the last stanza as "a battle between

time and eternity, a determination (montre-bracelet) on the finite

level of the mystery of the night and of love and of the recogniti¬

on of the unity of happenings.""^ It is a battle which time appears

to win. The woman, like Cinderella, does not remain after mid¬

night, and the strange image of the wall banging (like a door) in

a tomb, shatters the illusion. The comparison with "une voile

bise" (perhaps another modification of a set phrase, "toile bise")

adds a further dreary touch, but also suggests the closing of the

curtains on the scene at the end. Whereas the opening line, in the

context of the letter, brought about a feeling of expectancy, when

it is repeated at the end, it seems at first to express the poet's

disillusionment.

Once more, however, the appeal of this poem is at least as

much to the ears as to the eyes and the mind. The initial instruc¬

tions, because they are given in crisp, short sentences, possess an

intrinsic quality of breathlessness, and this reinforces the mood

of expectancy their content generates. The longer sentence begin¬

ning "la lettre cachet^e aux trois coins d'un poisson" then slows

1. Balakian, A., Andr£ Breton, p.136.



the rhythm markedly and the very deliberate, reflective form of the

comparison "comme une enseigne de dompteur" also has this effect.

The triple appellation of the "heroine" serves to evoke in itself

her stealthy, fay-like entrance, and the holding back, by means of

the "enjambement", of the phrase "A un sachet de pitid" also

suggests that her appearance on the scene is cautious, watchful,

mysterious. The basic, dramatic nature of the poem is created as

rauoh by the disposition of the words on the page, by the syntax

and by the sounds of the words, as by the themes and ideas. The

points of suspension after "celui qui devait etre", the poet's

instructions to the reader and the listener ("Mais silence") are

further devices Breton employs to maintain the expectancy and the

mystery. The new series of "enjambements" (ll. 22-24) similarly

keep up the suspense and the cloak-and-dagger atmosphere mentioned

in the text: form and content are here in perfect unison. The

climax is attained when the hallucinatory figure of the "ros£e h

tete de chatte" appears, after the explicit statement that "les

illusions seraient perdues"; the rest of the poem, at least at the

level of sound, is anticlimax. The impression of regular stanzas,

of alexandrines, after the previous staccato rhythm, dispels the

expectancy| the excitement has gone, the poetic events of the night

seem to have come to an end. However, we now see that Breton's

decision to close the poem with a repetition of the opening line

has the effect of bringing back the mood of expectancy and may be

a timely reminder that there will always be other nights, other

mysteries, other poems.

Though Au regard des divinit^s has been praised by most

critics, L.-G. Gros is more doubtful about its virtues:
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"Si le plus compost de tous (les po&mes de Glair de Terre) et
qui par 1& meme est le plus souvent cit£, la critique ayant
au fond gard£ la nostalgie des valeurs classiques, Au regard
des divinitds nous semble un peu sujet & caution comme tout
morceau de bravoure (en ddpit de la fameuse image, 'la ros£e
h. tete de chatte', l'ensemble me donne l'impression d'un
po&me symboliste)". 1

There is perhaps some truth in these comments; it is pro¬

bably the most traditional of the poems in Glair de Terre, in so

far as it contains examples of "enjambement" and alexandrines, and

appears to be more "composed" than other texts in the recueil.

On the other hand, it does contain surrealist images and certain

sequences at least appear to be the products of automatic writing,

as far as it is possible to judge. In these respects it is far

removed from the early Mallarmdan poems.

"Si seulement il faisait du soleil cette nuit
Si dans le fond de l'Opdra deux seins miroitants et clairs
Composaient pour le mot amour la plus merveilleuse lettrine

vivante
Si le pavd de bois s'entrouvrait sur la cime des montagnes
Si 1'hermine regardait d'un air suppliant
Le pretre a bandeaux rouges
Qui revient du bagne en comptant les voitures fermdes
Si l'6cho luxueux des rivieres que je tourmente
Ne jetait que mon corps aux herbes de Paris
Que ne grele-t-il & l'int^rieur des magasins de bijouterie
Au moins le printemps ne me ferait plus peur
Si seulement j'^tais une racine de l'arbre du ciel
Snfin le bien dans la canne & sucre de l'air
Si l'on faisait la courte £chelle aux femmes
Que vois-tu belle silencieuse
Sous l'arc de triomphe du Carrousel
Si le plaisir dirigeait sous 1'aspect d'une passante <§ternelle
Les Ghambres n'£tant plus sillonn£es que par l'oeillade
violette des promenoirs

Que ne donnerais-je pour qu'un bras de la Seine se glissat
sous le matin 2

Qui est de toute faqon perdu
Je ne suis pas rdsign£ non plus aux salles caressantes

1. Gros, L.-G., Pontes contemporains, 2e sdrie, p.26.
2. In the Po&mes edition the final word of this line is written

"Matin" and presumably refers to the offices of the newspaper
of that name.

"L*Aigrette"



Oft sonne le t£l£phone des amendes du soir
En partant j'ai mis le feu ft une rnftche de cheveux qui est
oelle d'une bombe

Et la mftche de cheveux creuse un tunnel sou3 Paris
Si seulement mon train entrait dans ce tunnel". (CT 81-82)

The title, which is a homonym, of course, has no really

obvious connection with the rest of the poem. It may have been

inspired, consciously or subconsciously, by Mallarm^'s TJn Coup de

D£s, where the word appears in the "Cycle de l'Art" in the phrase

"La lucide et seigneuriale aigrette", a modification of the "plume

referred to on the previous page of Mallarmft's text. The signifi¬

cance of the "plume" has been explained by R.G. Cohn in the follow

ing terms:

" 1'instrument de 1*artiste ou, par synecdoque,
1*artiste lui-meme." ^

The choice, if choice there be, by Breton of the title

L'Aigrette for his poem may be a veiled allusion to automatic writ

ingj the pen is the instrument used to record thought's dictation

and therefore plays a major role in the actual writing of the poem

I'Aigrette could be the exotic bird, or else this title

could be interpreted as another image of a flash of light, for

"1*aigrette" is also defined thus by Robert:

"Ph^nomftne lumineux, accompagnd d'un bruissement caract&ristique
qui se produit ft la surface d'un corps port£ ft un potentiel
dlectrique £lev£, dans un milieu gazeux. v. Etincelle."

This interpretation would lead straight into the opening line.

The poem is made up of a series of conditional clauses,

expressing the wishes of the poet. In this way "1'artiste lui-

meme" could be seen as the poem's subject. Some of these wishes,

1. Cohn, R.G. L'Oeuvre de Mallarmft: Un Coup de 1)6a, traduit du
manuscrit anglais in^dit par Ren£ Arnaud, Paris: Libraires
Les Lettres, 1951 > P*465»



as in the opening lines, for example, are truly surreal. The basic

idea of the first three lines is simple enough; everybody wishes at

some time, but it is the nature of these wishes or conjectures

which gives the poem its own particular beauty. The dream of the

sun shining by night is a negation of an elementary physical pro¬

perty, save in the polar regions in midsummer; lines 2 and 3 evoke

Breton's desire for the victory of love, in the strict sense in

which he understands the word, the free and total union, spiritual

and carnal, of a man and a woman, in a world where he sees it

harassed on all sides.

The theme of entering a new world is the underlying idea

of line 4. The world of reality, represented in this poem by the

city of Paris, is just a jumping-off place for the excursions into

the surreal. A similar idea is expressed in the wish in line 12.

The excursion into the surreal is depicted there in terms of a

movement upwards and outwards, in terms of an expansion of the

possibilities afforded by the real world. The line, "si l'on

faisait la courte £chelle aux femmes", again contains the idea of

an upward movement and, furthermore, the suggestion that it is

Woman who holds the key to the surreal, even though in this ex¬

ample she is being given a leg up. (Once more Breton is exploit¬

ing a set expression, "faire la courte £chelle h. quelqu'un"). The

"belle silencieuse" is being assisted, however, only because her

power to act as a mediatrix between Man and the universe is already

accepted; it is hoped that she will reveal to Man what she sees.

As the poem progresses, Woman assumes slightly different

forms: the "passante £ternelle", referred to in line 17, is perhaps



an incarnation of the theme of the Eternal Feminine.1 In any case

the allusion to pleasure in the same line hints at Woman's erotic

nature, and the presence in the poem of the Woman-figure leads to

the series of slightly erotic images in the final part of the poem,

(11. 18-25). The latent eroticism is greatly reduced, however, by

the context, by the fusion of the animate and the inanimate, and

by the fact that the phrase "un bras de la Seine" is merely a dead

metaphor resuscitated. These final lines do have the additional

interest of fusing the erotic and the revolutionary aspects of

Surrealism, or at least of fusing discreet allusions to them.

Yet there is here a subtlety in the presentation of the

surrealist images: in 11. 2-3 the "merveilleuse lettrine vivante"

of the "seins miroitants et clairs" does not make the abstract

"amour" merely concrete, it endows it with the essence of life;

similarly the particular attraction of the embryonic personificati¬

ons (11. 18-19) resides in the fact that the figures suggested are

not just women but companions and lovers and even, in the case of

1. 21 ("un bras de la Seine"), a goddess of the river.

The poem does contain, however, other images which do not

fit so easily into the general picture, providing more gratuitous

elements side by side with the more thematic sequences. An ex¬

ample is provided by 11. 5-7 with the allusion to the stoat

1. In the final lines of Faust II Goethe likewise uses the image
of a physical ascension to convey this theme:

"Das Ewig-Weibliche
Zieht uns hinan."

The subsidiary themes of the Eternal Feminine, the redemption
of Man by love and the triumph of 'Woman through the ages, are
essential aspects of Surrealist thought in general and of
Breton's thought in particular, (cf. the chapter on Arcane 17).
The theme of the ascension, of course, is present in the later
title, 3igne Ascendant.



(a common hermetic motif, like the weasel and the marten) and the

priest "It bandeaux rouges". One thinks first of all in this image

of a blindfold, in which case line 7 would be an instance of appar¬

ent contradiction, but the other meanings of "bandeau" (head-band,

diadem) could make the line more immediately comprehensible.

Yet despite the strangeness of some of the wishes, the poem

has a naturalness which manifests itself in the way that Breton

suddenly interrupts the lyrical flow of images to interjects

"Que vois-tu belle silencieuse
Sous l'arc de triomphe du Carrousel".

Here he appears to be accepting the basic principle of automatic

writing, that of obeying thought's dictation.

Like Au regard des divinit^s, L1Aigrette has a mysterious

breathless quality and generates a mood of expectancy, but here it

is the potentially rhetorical sequence of conditional clauses which

is responsible for the lyricism, for the creation of an impression

of the "d^passement spasmodique de 1'expression control£e". The

repeated use of conditional clauses makes it quite obvious that the

rhythm and structure of the poem are based on a series of fresh

surges of inspiration, which begin to seem almost relentless, like

the waves of the ocean crashing against the shore. As soon as each

image or group of images is exhausted, a new one comes along to

take its place, maintaining the excitement. Once again the feeling

of breathlessness is reinforced by the "enjambement" (e.g. 11. 2-3,

5-6), and this has the effect of suggesting that the poet, or the

voice of the subconscious dictating to him, hesitates and quivers

before uttering each new line, before revealing each novel image,

so much so that the diction acquires an extra-terrestrial tone.

Alliteration, too, is instrumental in creating the lyrical quality -



and this is particularly noticeable in the first three lines -, as

is the strange blend of staccato and legato, when each fresh surge

is preceded by a slight pause and when the interjections and exclam¬

ations interrupt or suspend the basic syntactical pattern. It is as

if the poem is left unfinished, a monument to the still combatting

forces of the dynamic and the static, the potential and the actual,

the latent and the manifest, i.e. an example of convulsive beauty

in words.

A number of the images are based on, or suggest, the theme of

sudden light in the darkness (MSi seulement il faisait du soleil

cette nuit", "Si le pav£ de bois s'entrouvrait sur la cime des mon-

tagnes", "En partant j'ai mis le feu i. une mSche de cheveux....",

the sparkling of the jewels inside the jewellers' shops)} others

allude to sight and vision ("Si l'hermine regardait d'un air suppli¬

ant", "Que vois-tu belle silencieuse", "l'oeillade violette des

promenoirs")} and both these series serve to bring out the revelat¬

ory, inspirational nature of the experience the poem evokes.

L*Aigrette is one of Breton's finest poems and certainly is

one of the finest poems in Clair de Terre. Here the new and modern

lyricism desired by Breton is achieved. This poem vindicates his

faith in his now methods, even though it is the basically rhetorical

device of repetition which gives L'Aigrette its power. Each image

is a picturesque segment of the complete poem, sometimes cut off

from the other images in theme, but linked to them all in colour

and impact. This is the poem of a man growing ever wiser in the use

of Surrealist techniques. This opinion is shared by L.-G. Gros, who

quotes the first three lines and then comments:
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"Ces vers et ceux qui suivent sont du tr&s grand Breton, et
apportent quelque chose qu'il a le premier et sans doute
le seul S. apporter, je veux dire ces images transfigurant,
ddpassant 1*experience quotidienne, mais qui coincident si
Men avec elle qu'il ne s'agit plus d'un simple compost
verbal et que nous p£n€trons dans le plus insolite et le
plus familier des mondes." ^

This latter fact probably gets to the heart of the success of this

poem, for in fusing together so completely and so smoothly Mle plus

insolite et le plus familier des mondes" Breton really practises

what he preaches; the desire to fuse dream and reality into a sort

of absolute reality, a "surr£alit£", is here accomplished, at least

within the possibly narrow bounds of the written form of poetry.

"Tournesol"

As was explained earlier (p.384)> it is not proposed to

examine this poem in detail but rather to comment on Breton's inter¬

pretation of it. Breton felt that it is one of the most significant

of all his poems. It is quite attractive in itself, but it is

unique because Breton has given a commentary on it, or has tried to

demonstrate its prophetic nature, by showing in detail how the

"events" it relates were destined to appear to come true more than

a decade later. Breton's commentary on the poem and the descrip¬

tion of the incidents it predicts occupy the whole of the fourth
2

chapter of L'Amour fou (1937)* The poemhasalso been discussed in

detail by Clifford Browder~ and by Gerard Durozoi and Bernard

Lecherbonnier.^
The poem, written in May or June 1923» predicts with seeming¬

ly uncanny accuracy, to Breton's mind at least, what happened to him

1. Gros, L.-G., Pontes contemporains, 2e s<5rie, p.26.
2. oj^cit., pp.47*77*
3. Browder, C., Andr£ Breton, Arbiter of Surrealism, pp.108-110.
4* Le Gurrdalisine, pp.249-254*



on the evening and night of May 29th, 1934* In L'Amour fou (AF 63)

Breton reveals that Tournesol is an "automatic" poem and one he had

not liked hitherto.

In L1Amour fou Breton is able to explain the allusions of

almost every phrase in the poem. Although there is little point in

reproducing Breton's commentary here in its entirety, a couple of

examples at least are necessary as illustrations of Breton's method

of analysis and of the way in which certain of the phrases predict

events of the so-called "nuit du toumesol" in 1934*

Towards the middle of the poem there are the lines:

"Le bal des innocents battait son plein
Los lampions prenaient feu lentement dans les marronniers".

(CT 85)

In L'Amour fou Breton explains:

"Le bal des innocents: On approche, & n'en plus douter, de la
Tour Saint-Jacques. Le charnier des Innocents, transform^
plus tard en march£ et que n'dvoque plus concr&tement que la
fontaine centrale du square du meme nom, avec les naiades de
Jean Goujon - qui me font l'effet d'avoir pr£sid£ au plus bel
enchantement de cette histoire - sert ici h introduire Nicolas
Flamel qui y fit dresser & la fin du XIV® si&cle la fameuse
arcade a ses initiales
Les lampions: C'est seulement des semaines aprSs sa rencontre
que j'ai appris qu'au music-hall oil paraissait ma compagne de
cette premiere nuit, le directeur de l'^tablissement l'avait
un jour appel£e publiquement Quatorze Juilllet et que ce surnom,
S. cet endroit, lui 4tait rest£. On a pu me voir, en l'approchant,
associer la lumi&re des marronniers & ses cheveux." (AF 68-69)

Near the end of the poem Breton, writing about "des survenants",

claims that

"... Les uns comme cette femme ont l'air de nager". (CT 86)

The particular appropriateness of the final phrase is revealed by

Breton in the following terms:

"L'air de nager: Chose tr&s remarquable, bien aprSs que je me
fusse fortifid dans la certitude que, sur tous les autres points,
'Tournesol' devait etre tenu par moi pour un po&me proph^tique,
j'avais beau tenter de rdduire cette bizarre observation,
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impossible de lui accorder la plus faible valeur d'indice.
J'attirerai l'attention sur le fait que le vers auquel je me
reporte m'avait, d'embl^e, paru mal venu. II faut dire qu'il
avait eu tout de 3uite & patir du rapprochement qui s'£tait
impost & moi entre lui et un vers de Baudelaire et que, si
j'admirais qu'on eut pu rapporter la demarche feminine & la
danse, je jugeais beaucoup moins heureux de 1'avoir rapportde
& la natation. Je ne sais ce qui put me ddrober si longtemps
le contenu veritable, tout autre, le sens particuli&rement
direct de ces mots: le 'num£ro' de music-hall dans lequel la
jeune femme paraissait alors quotidiennement 4tait un num&ro
de natation. 'L'air de nager', dans la mesure meme oii il
s'est oppos<S pour moi & 'l'air de danser' d'une femme qui
marche, semble meme designer ici l'air de danser sous l'eau
que, comme moi, ceux de mes amis qui l'ont vue par la suite
4voluer dans la piscine lui ont trouv£ g^ndralement." (AF 70-71)

There is but one phrase, the "flacon de sels" in line 4»

which still baffled him when he wrote L'Amour fou. He sees that it

is set in a context loaded with sexual allusions:

"Le ddsespoir roulait au ciel ses grands arums si beaux
Et dans le sac §. main il y avait mon reve ce flacon de sels".

Breton alone was in a position to analyse in such a way, and

in such detail, his largely automatic poems. He alone possessed the

background knowledge necessary for any such analysis, but he refrain¬

ed from repeating this kind of commentary on his other poems, presum¬

ably because no such clear-cut revelatory or prophetic experience

occurred again. This prophetic aspect is not, of course, the only

criterion by which one can or should judge Tournesol.

The heroine of this poem is a "femme-fde". Her movements, with

their "air de nager", have a fairy lightness; she is ethereal; in the

shadows of the night she casts no shadow ("La dame sans ombre s'age-

nouilla sur le Pont au Change"). Although Breton explains his phrase

"la tomb£e de l'dtd" as a consequence of the fact that the two more

normal phrases "tombde du jour" and "tomb4e de la nuit" are synonyms

and that "l'arriv^e de la nuit est done, & coup sur, bien enclose

dans cette image ou elle se combine avec l'arriv^e de l'dt£", (AF 67)



it does conjure up, too, the idea of a Midsummer Night with all its

magic, fairy connotations. Significantly, the poem is set in the

most ancient quarters of Paris: the medieval street-names and buil¬

dings (Rue Git-le-Coeur, the Pont au Change, the Halles, the

restaurant 'Le Chien qui fume'), haunted by ghosts of the past,

filled with legends and folklore, have their own associations with

magic and enchantment. They endow the modern "femme-fde" with

their own special and private aura.

Many years before Breton talks in terms of the "£rotique-

voil£" (introduced in fact at the beginning of L'Amour fou), this

poem evokes the woman, who is one of its finest embodiments. The

theme is suggested by the motifs of the "seins" and the "crlpe" in

lines 17-19«

"Les pigeons voyageurs les baisers de secours
Se joignaient aux seins de la belle inconnue
Dardds sous le crepe des significations parfaites". (CT 86)

The events of the night are, to Breton, a waking dream: the

conclusion he draws, nearly a decade later,that dreams and one's

activity during the waking hours are two "vases communicants" is

seen to be justified in this poem. The events evoked here have the

hallucinatory quality of the incidents of a dream; they are presen¬

ted in terms of surrealist images: fusions of the abstract and the

concrete ("Le ddsespoir roulait au ciel ses grands arums si beaux"),

visual "d£paysements" ("Une ferme prospdrait en plein Paris"), word¬

play ("des survenants qu'on sait plus d£vou£s que les revenants"),

aural hallucination (" le grillon.... /M'a jetd un coup d'oeil

d'intelligence/ Andr<5 Breton a-t-il dit passe").

Despite these arbitrary surrealist images, however, the poem

has a fairly coherent framework, as is seen by Breton's ability to



explain almost every line with reference to the events of one night

in 1934. It possesses a judicious mixture of the real and the

unreal, the fusion of which is at the core of the surreal.

* ****** ********

If one considers Les Champs magndtiques simp]y as a collection

of automatic texts, one must regard Glair de Terre as the first

recueil of Surrealist poems published by Breton. They therefore

have considerable historical interest, in addition to the interest

they possess in their own right as poems. Though Breton employs

some of the techniques first tried out in Les Champs magn^tiques,

Glair de Terre marks the real beginning of his Surrealist poetry;

and whereas the former work revealed the exciting potential of

automatic writing, Glair de Terre provides the important test for

Breton's new techniques and begins to answer the question as to

whether valid poetry can be produced largely at the dictation of

the subconscious mind.

Breton's opinion regarding the success of this venture can

perhaps be judged by the fact that most of his subsequent poetry

will be written in very much the same styles, though later in his

career he writes a series of important longer poems.

One can discern, however, a gradually increasing degree of

"composition" in Breton's poetry as he grows older, but this does

not affect the basic form of his poems. Most of his subsequent

poetry is written in the "vers libres" which are the medium of some

of the more successful poems of Clair de Terre; Au regard des divi¬

nities, Plutot la vie, L'Aigrette and Tournesol. Occasionally

Breton reverts to the short prose-poem, notably in the collection

Constellations, where the style is fairly reminiscent of the short
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prose-poems of Clair de Terre; e.g. Cartes sur les dunes, Epervier

incassable.

Therefore, subject to certain modifications which will be

discussed in due course, Breton by 1923 had found the poetic style

he adhered to for the rest of his life. This style is seen for the

first time in Clair de Terre, and possibly this recueil is more

important for this fact, the discovery of a style, than for the

imagery and ideas of its poems, interesting though they may be, the

images in particular.

To conclude this chapter devoted to Clair de Terre, we

propose to cite and discuss the remarks made about these poems by

a poet, who for a time was very close to Breton and who has always

stressed the importance of Breton not only in the history of French

poetry in our century but also the influence on his own life and

writings, Alain Jouffroy.

Towards the end of his Introduction au g^nie d'Andr£ Breton,

he makes the following observations

"Lisez les po&mes de Breton, et vous lirez l'espace, le temps,
le souffle et la pens£e, dans leur discontinuity et dans leur
continuity, vous vivrez les virages du temps mental, virages
san.3 lesquel3 la vie ne serait plus que le plus court chemin,
et le plus bete, de la naissance a la mort........ Les poemes
de Clair de Terre n'expriinent rien, ne veulent rien exprimer.
Un grand po£te ne s'exprime pas; il parle, il ycrit, et sa
parole, son ycriture, voil& la liberty devenue lionne, voil&
le monde devenu lion, voilS. l'histoire qui fait claquer toutes
les portes et se pulvyriser les barreaux." 1

It is important that Jouffrcy should stress the "discontinuity" as

well as the "continuity and also the "virages du temps mental",

for Breton's preoccupation was with the discovery of the real nature

of human thought-processes and its utilization in poetry.

1. Jouffroy, A., La Fin des alternances, Paris: Gallimard, 19J0,
pp.22-23.
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The poems of Clair de Terre are inevitably different from poems

composed in a more traditional and more deliberate manner, different

from the poems of Mont de Pidtd, for example. It would be wrong to

judge them solely according to the same criteria, important though

traditional criteria may be; one must also bear in mind continually

what Breton was striving to achieve in his Surrealist poems.

The best poems of Clair de Terre are fragile and delicate,

ethereal and evanescent; but though there are occasional allusions

to the important title-theme, it is perhaps not explored in quite

sufficient depth. It will return more strongly, however, in some

of Breton's later works, where the theme of light in the darkness

will be associated explicitly with the themes of revolt, freedom

and creation. The very intermittent appearances of the theme of

illumination in the darkness calls to mind, however, the juxta¬

position of concealment and revelation Carlyle in Sartor Resartus

saw in symbols, and it is significant that Breton does refer to

that book in his first Manifeste (M 34» note l), where he is dis¬

cussing his preference for the term "surr^alisme" rather than

"supernaturalisme". Viewed in the light of Breton's poetry of the

1930's and 1940's, most of the texts of Clair de Terre seem like

sketches, studies, preparatory steps toward the Great Work. Even

so, many of the early Surrealist poems possess a quivering, shim¬

mering beauty, which more than compensates for any apparent inco¬

herence. Though they operate on a very small canvas, they contain

in essence many of the themes and qualities of Breton's later and

greater poetic frescoes, which reveal his response both to private

triumphs and tragedies and to the epic events on the world's stage.

***********
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Before he takes stock of the benefits and drawbacks of

automatic writing, and indeed in order to illustrate the ideas

expressed in the Manifests, Breton produces a further series of

automatic texts, Poisson soluble, which were published by Simon Kra

in 1924 in the same volume as the Manifeste.
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CHAPTER FOUR

"POISSON SOLUBLE" (1924)

We have seen that Breton refers to the strange phrase he uses

as the title of his new series of automatic texts towards the end of

the first Manifeste (v. supra, p.218, note 2). The significance of

the title thus becomes fairly clear; Breton in this series of texts

is again going to submit himself to the dictation of the Surrealist

voice. What we must attempt to determine in this chapter is the

degree to which Poisson soluble was an important contribution to

the history of automatic writing rather than a mere continuation of

Les Champs magngtiques. With this in mind we shall study its

themes, style, imagery and one particular text, to look for deve¬

lopments or changes.

************

Although the paramount importance of "le merveilleux" has

already been mentioned on a number of occasions, it cannot be

stressed too much. It is at the very heart of the Surrealist

system and pervades in some form or another all the Surrealist

themes, motifs and imagery.

The Manifeste pointed to the obvious links between "le mer¬

veilleux" and the dream-state, and these links are very apparent

in Poisson soluble. Not only do certain texts have the air of

r£cits de reves, but there are also a number of specific references

to dreams, with the result that one can talk justifiably about the

theme of dreams in this collection. In the opening text there is

the phrase, "Dans ses reves il y a des noyers noirs", and the final

paragraph of Text 18 clearly contains oneiric imagery:



" L'appat des songes stimule maintenant las musiques de ma
tete. Ces deux femmes m'ont appartenu tout un jour que je
finissais t^ndbreusement d'etre jeune. Et me voici, proph&te
h la totripe plus pure que les mlroirs, enchaind par les lueurs
de mon histoire, couvert d'amours glagantes, en proie aux
fantasmagories de la baguette brisde et demandant que par
pitid, d'un seul brillant final, on me ram&ne k la vie."

(M 89)

Apart from the specific reference to "songes", the allusion

to "fantasnagories", the possible impression of awakening in the

final phrase and the hint of aural and visual "ddpaysements"

(auditory and visual hallucinations) evoke dream-like experiences.

The real key to the "merveilleux", however, is Woman. It

is She, who opens the eyes of the poet to the wonders of the uni¬

verse. Although the experiences and the visions evoked in these

and other automatic texts may at times seem excessively private,

experiences which cannot really be shared with or by the average

reader, and though the texts may be difficult to read because of

this, when the poet alludes to love and Woman, he at once emerges

from his mental labyrinth. One of the reasons why some of Breton's

later recueils, L'Air de l'Zau being the best example, appear to

evoke more common or even universal experiences is that there Voman

clearly plays the role of mediatrix between the poet and the world

at large, not only at the level of the imagery, but also because

the reader is able to relate them to circumstances in his or her

own life.

Although Woman is frequently represented in Breton's writings

by the figure of Mdlusine, this is not quite the portrait painted in

Foisson soluble, for here her more sensual side is more prominent.

The theme of Woman goes hand in hand with the theme of the "drotique-

voild", though Breton does not explicitly use this term until 1937*



412.

Although Breton has hailed carnal love as the sole form of love,1
the eroticism in his writings is almost invariably accompanied by

a purity and an innocence, hence one of the reasons for the concept

of the "drotique-voil6".

In Text 13, the eroticism is countered by a series of sur¬

realist images, which for once form an anti-climax, after the des¬

cription of the movements of the heroine of the piece:

"Dans son lit, apr&s avoir soigneusement rejetd les drape de
coque d'oeuf, elle plia sa jambe droite de mani&re & poser le
talon droit sur le genou gauche et, la tete tourn^e du cot5
droit, elle s'appreta h. toucher du charbon ardent la pointe de
ses seins autour de laquelle se produisirent le3 choses sui-
vantes: une sorte de halo vert de la couleur du diamant se

forma et dans le halo vinrent se piquer de ravissantes dtoiles,
puis des paille3 donn&rent naissance & des 4pis dont les grains
dtaient pareils a ces paillettes des robes de danseuse3."

(M 00)

The eroticism subsides beneath the cluster of images of sparkling

light, even though these still bring out the revelatory nature of

the glimpse of the girl.

In Text 22 the motif of the veil plays an important role in

the development of the narrative. (This is.the text which contains
2

the famous encounter with a naked woman in a wood.) For once, how¬

ever, even the veil is discarded, and Breton picks it up to treat

it as a sort of fetish:

"Je portai a mes levres l'int<§rieur de l'^toffe qui £tait
chaude et parfumde et, comme si j'avais attendu de la tunique
mystdrieuse des voluptds durables, je l'emportai chez moi
dans le but de jouir de ses troublantes propri£t<§s. Le rire
de la femme la plus desirable chantait en moi - dtait-ce dans
le voile , ^tait-ce dans ma mdmoire?" (M 95)

Ltrangely enough, the theme of love, which is usually inex¬

tricably connected by Breton with the theme of Woman, appears but

1. "Amour, seul amour qui sois, amour charnel, j'adore, je n'ai
jamais cess^ d'adorer ton ombre v£n£neuse, ton ombre mortelle."

(AF 85)
2. v. supra_,p.352.



rarely in Poisson soluble. It occurs in a rather neutral fashion,

in an image featuring a Surrealist "d^paysement", where the Statue

of Liberty at the entrance to New York harbour is replaced by a

Statue of Love.

The setting of most of Foisson soluble, as of the main body

of Breton's work, remains Paris. Although it is Aragon who wrote

Le Paysan de Paris, this title could apply with at least equal

validity to Breton. He, too, scours the streets of Paris in search

of its untold and hidden wonders^in search of chance encounters, in

search of love. Paris is the scene of many of the unusual episodes

he describes.

In a study, Andr£ Breton ou la Transparence, which serves as

a supplement to the 10/18 edition of Arcane 17, Michel Beaujour

emphasizes the importance of Paris in Breton's automatic texts:

"A l'£poque oi s'dcrit Poisson soluble, vingt ans avant
Arcane 17, chaque stance d'£criture automatique entraine
Breton parmi les merveilles parisiennes. L'automatisme
d^limite un terroir urbain ou les dimensions de 1'inconscient
coincident avec celles de la ville de pierre, parcourue &
chaque cr£puscule en quete de ces passages par oii s'^panche
le surreal." (A 164)

The fruits of Breton's strolls around Paris are clear for all to

see. He is able to evoke in a single sentence the vitality of his

city, -as he does in Text 18:

"Le paysage de Paris rossignol du monde variait de minute en
minute et parmi les cires de ses coiffeurs s'£lanqait ses
jolis arbres printaniers, pareil3 §. l'inclinaison de 1'ame
sur 1'horizon." (M 87-88)

In the infinite variety of scenes visual impressions are

merged to create new images of the city. Like Baudelaire, he is

particularly sensitive to the experience of dawn breaking over the

city. Breton's vision of daybreak is, however, an entirely personal



one, and a reiainder of the tragi-comic people of his neighbourhood:

"Ce langage ne me causait aucune inquietude encore quand le
jour se rnit ft poindre, sous la forme d'un petit saltimbanque
dont la tete etait bandde et qui me paraiasait pret 5. s'^vanouir.

(M 88)

The acrobat thus becomes for Breton a private symbol of the

dawn, but this time, because of the allusion to the blindfold, it

is not the dazzling splendour the poet evokes but rather the frail

and tentative first streak of light on the horizon.

Poisson soluble contains, too, some of Breton's other fav¬

ourite motifs and locations: the "chateau", the park, the fountain}

but everything is impregnated with the flavour of "le merveilleux":

phantom figures tiptoe through the park, which in turn becomes a

goddess of the night, extending her blonde hands over a magic foun¬

tain} an "Lnfant-Plamme" guides Breton's steps like garlands;

golden rain falls into the fire, black rain streams down the window

panes; a golden greyhound feigns death in every room of a castle;

a company of light horsemen lies in ambush at the bottom of a canal

In an interesting analysis of the vocabulary of these texts

in an essay entitled .jpectre du "loisson soluble", Julien Sracq

likewise brings out their fairy atmosphere and adds an important

point concerning the depiction of Nature in Breton's poetry:

" Breton se neut en imagination, et par grande prdfd-
renoa, dans une nature dd.lft en marohe vers I'homme, ayant fait
plus de la moitie du chemin ft sa rencontre, at comme aspirant
d'avance & lui plaire, ft le refldter et ft le servir, une nature
d£grossie, prete pour le dernier coup de baguette de la f£e.
La goutte de ros6e, le champignon, la coque d'oeuf, l'6cureuil,
la fil do la vierge, l'arc-en-ciel, le coquillage, le ohaton de
noisetier, la capucine, la toile d'araign^e: c'est trfts exacte-
ment au monde charmant, aux acoessoires & transformation des
contes de f4es que nous ram&nent ces objets de predilection,
comma eux saisis ft cet instant et sous cet aspect dejft parlant,
'oft ils ne sont plus 1*ombre et ne sont pas encore la proie' oft
ila s'apprivoisent, oft l'homme va les comprendre, briser la



derni&re coquille enchantee et les rendre a leur ultime et
£d£nique destination...."*^

This vision of the natural world is the one found in all Breton's

recueils, but in Poisson soluble it is perhaps not quite as evident

as it is in L'Air de l'Eau. Moreover, there is almost always a

latent exoticism in Breton's material and often, especially in his

finest poems, an atmosphere of enchantment. The relationship bet¬

ween the human and the non-human, like that between dream and

reality, seems to be a relationship of two "vases communicants".

*************

At the level of imagery, Poisson soluble, as is to be expec¬

ted, contains examples of most of the common features and devices

of Stirrealist poetry. As far as images of a hallucinatory order

are concerned, the aural variety reappears here when the veil of

Text 22 gives forth a music "plus belle que celle de 1'amour". The

comparison is perhaps rather trite, but the transformation of the

veil into a musical instrument is pleasing: there is the implicati¬

on that the sounds emitted by the erotic or exotic veil not only

are attractive but also smack of far-off lands. Visual surrealist

imagery is, of course, always preponderant. One of the most satis¬

fying texts of Poisson soluble is the seventeenth; the effect of

surreality is sustained throughout; the ideas are more fully deve¬

loped; there are classic instances of the "nonsense" humour one

finds in Breton's poetry. The two men, who are the principal char¬

acters in this text, are both smoking enormous cigars, but the ash

from the cigars is transformed immediately into two women, one

1. in Eigeldinger, M., (ed.) Andr£ Breton, Dssais et Tdmoignages,
p . 218. " ~ "



blonde and one brunette. At the end of Text 10 there is a rather

morbid tableau, which would again have made a fine subject for Bali

or I'agritte:

"L'intdrieur des placards dsmeurait seul visible dans les
Eiaisonss dans les uns il y avait des jeunes filles mortes,
dans d'autres s'enroulait sur elle-meme une forme blanche

pareille h un sac deux fois trop haut, dans d'autres encore
une lampe de chair, mais vraiment de chair, s'allumait."

(M 76)

There is an almost constant interchanging in the texts of

loisson soluble, and in Surrealist poetry in general, of the proper¬

ties of animate creatures and inanimate objects. In the above tab¬

leau Breton insists that the lamp is a lamp made of flesh. Normally

it is a case of inanimate objects being made animate, rather than

vice versa: it is a particular type of personification. In the

final text there is an interesting image which combines this

feature with a fine example of "ddpaysement"s

"La fenetre donnait sur un navire, lequel, couchd dans la
prairie, respirait rdguli&rament." (M 118)

The idea of the ship breathing can be explained without much

difficulty, either by the steady swelling of its sails in the wind

or, in the oase of a steamship, by the escape of puffs of smoke

from its funnels. Nevertheless, the image, as it stands, is an

amusing example of the animation of the supposedly inanimate.

There is a more conventional example of personifioation in

Text 29, where plants and rocks are endowed with human qualities

and perform tasks done in the real world by humans:

"Les plantes, autour de lui (un horame) vaquaient a leurs
occupations, les unes dans les manufactures de soie, les
autres dans les Stables trayant les ch&vres de 1'ombre. Les
rochers sifflaient. On ne pouvait plus ddtourner son regard
des ordures du ciel." (M 108)

The role of the plants is changed from passive to active. The first



idea is perhaps suggested by the thought of silk-worms digesting

leaves, the second by the goats munching at hay. Even if one

attempts to find rational explanations for such images, one can

never destroy completely the immediate Surrealist effect. Similar¬

ly rational explanations of the image implying a negation of some

elementary physical property can never be completely acceptable.

The world is literally turned upside down in the evocation of

nightfall in Text 4:

"La nuit est venue, pareille & un saut de carpe a la surface
d'une eau violette et les ^tranges lauriers s1 entrelacent au
ciel qui descend de la mer!" (M 65-66)

This image is made possible by the reflection of the sky in

the water, but the effect of surprise is not removed by the dis¬

covery of a rational explanation.

The wish expressed in the opening lines of L1Aigrette

(v. supra4p. 396 ) is finally granted in Text 23, where the action

takes place in a Surrealist land of the midnight sun:

"Dans ses rayons de soleil il entrait plus d'ombre que dans
1'ombre mais il ne brunit vraiment qu'au soleil de minuit."

(M 96)

Breton's humour is never absent for long from his automatic

texts. A very simple brand is featured in Text 27, which begins

and ends with a tricky refrain, reminiscent of folk-songs or

children's ditties:

"II y avait une fois un dindon sur une digue" and "Le pretre
chantait dans la moule, la moule chantait dans le rocher,
le rooher chantait dans la mer et la mer chantait dans la
mer." (M 104 & 105)

Often the humour in Poisson soluble relies entirely on word-play.

It can be created by homonymy, as in Text 23» where Breton ex¬

ploits two of the meanings of the word "cor": (a) a horn, (b) tine

(of antlers):
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"Les cerfs s' dtourdissaient dans les clairi&res, surtout les
cerfs blancs dont les cors sont d'dtranges instruments de
musique." (M 96)

It can have the form of a simple pun, as at the beginning

of Text 5s

"Le camde L£on venait de prendre la parole." (M 66)"^
The word-play can arise from the use of a neologism, as in Text 7>

where a reference to "parterres" leads Breton to coin a new word,

"parciels", a new homophone for "partiel".

In Text 28 a series of images is created by playing around

with the words "chataignier", "chataigne", "chatain", "araign£e".
(M 105-106)

1. Anna Balakian cites this allusion to a Chameleon as part of the
evidence to support her claim that the most consistent single
frame of reference in Poisson soluble is hermeticism: "For
instance, for the hermeticist, Cam£e L£on is also the green
lion, le lion vert, or anagrammatically, vitriol, which in
another form becomes mercury or le vitriol vert — l'or y vit
(gold is therein contained), a magical substance, the object of
the philosophical search. And the multimeaningful lion is
indeed Chameleon or in still another appellation, Proteu3, the
everchanging." (Andrd Breton, p.66)

There are certainly a number of hermetic motifs in Poisson
soluble. In addition to the magic fountain, the eagle, the
Chameleon and Prometheus mentioned in this respect by Anna
Balakian, one could cite the cathedral rose-window (the universal
theme of the circle, the symbol of existence, enclosed within
itself, like the "mandalas" of the Hindus and Tibetans and the
zodiacal plans of the pre-Columbian Indians and of the Middle
Ages), the conch (like any spiral shell a symbol of initiation)
and the golden rain,which recalls the shower of gold caused by
Vulcan as he split open Jupiter's head, from which emerged Pallas
Athene, symbolising the appearance of the feminine part of man,
the "anima".

However, on reading through the texts of Poisson soluble, one
does not have the impression that these references to hermeti¬
cism are as frequent or as obvious as Anna Balakian suggests.
One has to look hard for them.

There is also another possible explanation of the presence
of the motif of the "cam£e L£on" in Text V. In the poem by
Desnos, Id£al Maitresse, which was published in Langage cuit in
1923, a pet chameleon, who is learning to talk, confuses various
parts of speech, using adjectives and nouns as verbs, for ex¬
ample. In the manner of Desnos, Breton in his text envisages a
new grammatical person, the fourth person, employed by the
"cam£e L£on".
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However, mention of such features gives little indication

of the real nature and significance of Poisson soluble, which

resides in Breton's discovery of the means to produce in prose a

similar kind of lyricism to that of the breathlessly ethereal

poems of Glair de Terre. Although Breton does not achieve this in

every single text of Poisson soluble all the time, nevertheless

there are some remarkably sustained passages of genuine prose-

poetry. To some extent the lyricism is an almost inevitable con¬

sequence of the fairy atmosphere and the presentation of "le mer-

veilleux" by which Breton sets so much store; to some extent it is

produced by the surprise of the surrealist images we have mentioned;

but its origins are even more fundamentals they reside in the skill

with which Breton manipulates the language, a skill which makes him

an alchemist with words. It is the secret of this verbal alchemy

we must endeavour to discover; this is more important than the

overt references to hermeticism Anna Balakian has pointed out. The

most obvious way to discover this secret is to examine closely one

of the texts, for example Text 19s

"Entre la source. La source a parcouru la ville I la recherche
d'un peu d'ombre. Elle n'a pas trouvd ce qu'il lui fallait,
elle se plaint tout en racontant ce qu'elle a vus elle a vu le
soleil des lampes, plus touchant que 1'autre, il est vrai; elle
a chantd un ou deux airs a la terrasse d'un cafd et on lui a

jetd de lourdes fleurs jaunes et blanches; elle a ramend ses
cheveux sur son visage mais leur parfum dtait si fort. Elle
n'est que trop portde a s'endormir, est-il bien ndcessaire
qu'elle couche h la belle dtcile parmi ses colliers d'insectes,
ses bracelets de verre? La source rit doucement, elle n'a pas
senti ma main se poser sur elle; elle se courbe insensiblement
sous ma main, pensant aux oiseaux qui ne veulent savoir d'elle
que sa fraicheur. Qu'elle prenne garde, je suis capable de
l'entraxner bien ailleurs, la oii il n'y a plus ni villes ni
campagnes. Un beau mannequin prdsentera cet hiver aux dldgantes
la robe du Mirage et savez-vous qui fera triompher 1'adorable
crdation? Mais la source, bien sur, la source que j'entraine
sans difficultds dans ces parages ou mes iddes reculent au-delS.
du possible, au-del& meme des sables inorganiques oii les Toua-
regs, d'origine moins obscure que moi, se contentent d'une vie
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nomade parmi leurs femmes excessivement parses. La source,
elle est tout ce qui passe de moi dans le tournoiement des
feuilles qui veillent la-haut, au-dessus de mes iddes mou-
vantes que le moindre courant d'air d£place, elle est l'arbre
que la cogn£e attaque sans cesse, elle saigne dans le soleil
et elle est le miroir de ines mots." (M 90)

This text consists almost in its entirety of ramifications

of the basic opening image, presenting "la source" as a deliciously

attractive young woman. Breton exploits the gender of the noun

and the possibility of replacing it by the pronoun "elle" to aug¬

ment the potential of the personification} the common conception

of water as the feminine element is endowed in this image with a

quality of freshness. The fragility of the "source" is suggested

discreetly by her preference for the lamp-light over the too

powerful, too consuming heat of the sun. The personification is

made stronger by the imagery of singing, which again refreshes a

fairly hackneyed idea, and above all by the reference to the hair.

Breton is here reversing the traditional evocation of a woman's

hair in terms of a cascade. Allusions to the surreal jewellery,

to the gentle laughter, to the poet's hand caressing her and

threatening to bear her away are further steps in the process of

personification. Then, however, to forestall the possible danger

of the text becoming facile, Breton widens its perspectives the

allusion to the land, "1& oft il n'y a plus ni villes ni campagnes",

is the obvious starting-point for the new series of desert-images,

introduced by "la robe du Mirage", another attractive surrealist

image, juxtaposing the abstract and the concrete, another potent¬

ial personification, and developed in the allusion to the Tuaregs.

Breton makes use of our uncertainty about the origins of this

desert-race to allude, as he does in Mad.ja, to the question of
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identity. There is perhaps a shift, a transfer, involving the

sand, in which the stock "sables mouvants" is replaced by the

unusual but equally relevant concept of "mes iddes mouvantes".

As the "source" returns in the text, not only made animate but

also as "d£pays£e" as the locomotive in the forest, she has

acquired some of the mystery the Tuaregs embody, and is now per¬

haps assuming forms more in keeping with her metaphorical meaning,

and the text closes with a trio of puzzling images: (a) "elle est

l'arbre que la cogn£e attaque sans cesse"; (b) "elle saigne dans

le soleil"} (o) "elle est le miroir de mes mots".

The obvious explanation of the first is that the spring is

assailed from all directions, but the identification between it

and the tree, though prepared for by the allusion to "le tournoie-

ment des feuilles" and explicable by virtue of the fact that the

former can be seen as one of the sources of life for the latter,

is still curious and surprising, with its new note of violence;

the idea of the axe-blow may be the origin of the second of the

images, where paradoxically the bleeding (or, in a wider sense,

the wasting away, the losing of life and vitality) may express

the evaporation of the water in the heat of the sun; the final

image may arise from a slight distortion of the conventional com¬

parison between water (of a lake, a pond) and a mirror. The

image of the spring-water may represent the particular nature of

Breton's words and images (a continual, babbling torrent) and be

an allusion to his style and to his automatic method of composition.

In addition to these three examples, the text is liberally

sprinkled with other strange images: "le soleil des lampes", "ses

colliers d'insectes", which rely more on "d£paysement" and
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distortion of the normal, of the "real", and which have a strong

visual appeal. Obviously the former is based on the simple fact

that both the sun and lamps are sources of light, but the juxta¬

position of the terms in the genitival metaphor creates a novel

hybrid. The latter is more puzzling, but it could be explained

with reference to the number, or the disposition, of the insects

in or above the water. However, we find, as usual, that the

images remain stronger, and more enduring in our mind, than the

rational explanations.

Yet the shock-effect suoh images generate does not in

itself account for the atmosphere of excitement Breton creates

from the outset with the dramatic stage-direction type opening

sentence, "hntre la source", and succeeds in maintaining by a

judicious blend of legato and staccato sentences, similar to that

encountered in h'Aigrette. Heightening and, rather unexpectedly,

poeticizing the fundamentally straightforward prose-style are

more conversational exclamations, interjections, questions,

asidesj "Qu'elle prenne garde, je suis capable de l'entrainer

bien ailleurs", "est-il bien ndcessaire qu'elle couche a la belle

5toile", "et savez-vous qui fera triompher 1'adorable creation?"

These interruptions bring about the "d^passeraent spasmodique de

1*expression controlde". If they constitute the staccato ele¬

ments, the legato counterparts are to be found in the alliterat¬

ion, as in the final words, and in the orthodox syntax of the

second sentence and the sonority of its opening assonance, "la

source a parcouru".

Yet pervading the whole text is a feeling of excitement,

and Breton's use of apparent climax is in part responsible for
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this: "La source rit doucement, elle n'a pas senti ma main se

poser sur elle; elle se courbe insensiblement sous ma main".

These features, individually, may be little in themselves,

but together, in this brief text, they combine to maintain the

"merveilleux", ever bringing it new substance both at the styl¬

istic and at the thematic levels: Breton again lets form and

content conspire to create a fairyland atmosphere of expectancy,

a d£cor where one always has the impression that something is

about to happen.

**************

Perhaps Poisson soluble stands in approximately the same

relationship to Les Champs magn^tiques as, for example, L'Air de

l'Eau to Glair de Terre. The poems of L'Air de l'Sau appear to

be more finely chiselled than those of Clair de Terre. Similarly

Poisson soluble marks a step forward from Les Champs magn^tiques.

Their basic structures are similar: they are both series of auto¬

matic texts; there are streams of images in both recueils, but

the cascade in Poisson soluble dances lithely and gracefully over

crystalline stones in a fairy grotto, whereas the torrent in Les

Champs magn4tiques rushes wildly through ever-changing terrains.

The images, if not more controlled, appear to be channelled

naturally into slightly more regular patterns. This latter pro¬

cess continues when Breton eventually produces his next recueils.

Though employing the medium of prose Breton has, however, succeed¬

ed in evolving a more consistently lyrical brand of poetic dic¬

tion; and this quality of consistency, and this sustaining of the

excitement and the expectancy, account for the marked superiority

of Poisson soluble over Les Champs magndtiques.
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CHAPTER FIVE

''RALENTIR TRAVAUX" AND "L*BTMACULEE CONCEPTION"

After Clair de Terre and Poisson soluble there was a gap of

several years before Breton's next recueil. The individual poem,

I'Union libre, came out in 1931» though even then this was printed

without the name of either the author or the publisher. Breton's

next collection, Le Revolver a cheveux blancs, appeared in the

following year, brought out by the Editions des Cahiers libres.

However, in 1930, he wrote in collaboration with Rend Char

and Paul Eluard Ralentir Travaux and in collaboration just with

the latter L'Immaculde Conception.

After 1924 Breton had to decide whether or not to pursue in

the same form the experiments which had led to Les Champs magnd-

tiques, Clair de Terre and Poisson soluble. There is no notice¬

able change of style or technique on Breton's part, though one can

detect slight modifications in the two works of 1930 written in

collaboration with Char and Eluard. The very fact of writing in

collaboration required some adjustment of the individual manners

of the three poets. The partnership of Breton and Eluard was

inevitably somewhat different from the earlier partnership of

Breton and Soupault. So, in this chapter the effect on Breton of

these collaborations will be considered, in addition to its basic

survey of the two works, their ideas, themes and contributions to

the development of surrealist imagery.

"Ralentir Travaux" (1930)

Lucien Schdler, preparing the Pldiade edition of the com¬

plete works of Eluard, made a number of important discoveries
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concerning the composition of Ralentir Travaux. They are based on

the catalogue of the sale of the library of Ren<§ Gaff£, who posses¬

sed both the manuscript and the number 1 copy on rice-paper of

Ralentir Travaux. The catalogue explains:

"Chaque poeme a £t6 6crit en collaboration par les trois
auteurs, ainsi qu'en t&noigne ce manuscrit de premier jet
abondamment corrigd; il ne nous livre pas que le secret de
la collaboration de chacun des pontes, il nous fait assister
par ses corrections & la genkse meme de chaque po&me." 4

Thus one finds that in most of the thirty poems, each poet

writes a couple of lines or so and then hands the pen, so to

speak, to one of his colleagues, though all three do not contribute

to every poem. The copy of the first edition of Ralentir Travaux

in the Mus£e de Saint-Denis contains initials, entered by Eluard,

indicating which poet wrote which lines. The fact that the poems

were subjected to considerable correction reveals, of course, that

the poets were not content to record faithfully the Surrealist

voice, but accept instead the need for conscious arrangement and

composition.

Each poet contributes his own preface. Breton's is inter¬

esting, in that it points to the semantic vagueness of even very

common words, in this case "table":

"Tout le monde a vu une table mais quand nous disons une
table le malheur est que cette table S. ce moment pour
M. Breton est une table de cafd, (car il boit), pour
M. Char une table de jeu (car il ne joue pas), pour
M. Eluard une table d'op^ration (car il est passd ce matin
place de l'Op^ra). Si l'un de ces messieurs dit ici: une
table, vous voyez ce qui en r£sulte. Table rase une fois
faite de ceux qui les £coutent prononcer le mot table,
l'un apr£s 1*autre, la po£sie suit son cours, comme le
Tarn dans les ravissantes inondations du Sud-Ouest." (RT 9)

Breton is therefore illustrating a point he made in Les mots sans

1. in Eluard, P., O.C. (Pl^iade), t. 1. p.1410.
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rides about the meaning of words, and furthermore, he cannot resist

the temptation to play on words.

Char's preface is perhaps a little more hermetic, but its

second half particularly is clearly relevant to the recueil as a

whole:

"A la ronde, de petits fagots hativement construits mais surs
et mailables guettent dans le ciel ddcouvert 1'apparition de
la fumde, signal de leur fonctionnement. L'utilitd collective
fait taire le3 rsproches et fondre les hesitations. Dans la
tete £troite comme l'espace les coudes n'ont pas place, le3
mains sont & niveau, 1'horizon est vertical et au-dessous de
tout. C'est alors qu'on entend la parole en libertd mais au
supplies.

Tout est gratuit." (RD 11)

In the poems themselves, Char's interventions are often more

cryptic than those of Breton and Lluard.

Eluard's preface, which he uses later as the "prifere d'in¬

surer" for La rose publique, is famous for its final claim:

"Le po&te e3t celui qui inspire plus que celui qui est
inspird." (RC 13)

This statement reverses the ooncept of inspiration Breton

possesses, for whereas Breton talks in terms of inspiration, when

he talks about the process of poetic composition, and regards

therefore the poet as a man inspired, when he is actually compos¬

ing, Eluard turns his attention more to the effect the poet has

on the reader.

If we take the first five poems as examples, they illust¬

rate clearly both the technique and the pattern of the texts in

Ralentir Travaux. In the opening one, Au fer rouge, Char intro¬

duces the theme of the gaze, which serves as the tenor of the

central simile of the poem, to which Breton supplies the vehicle,

"comme une pluie d'dclipse'i before continuing the somewhat surreal

cosmic image:



427.

"II descendra lentement de son cadre solaire
Mes bras autour de son cou." (HT 15)

The pun on "cadran solaire" comes, significantly, from Breton, The

title-image suggests the red-hot activity of the smithy, though, of

course, it is a poem which is being forged by Breton and Char.

In these poems, all written in the same way, there is a

constant interplay of ideas between the three poets and although

they undoubtedly influence each other's thoughts, each is able to

take a poem off at a tangent and give it fresh impetus.

In the second text, L'usage de la force (RT 16), the initi¬

al idea of Breton's, "Ne secoue pas ainsi tes cheveux", leads to

quite different responses from the three poets. Breton goes on

gratuitouslys

"C'est tout de suite plein d'ouvriers";

kluard's follow-up is much more practical, though not without a

touch of humour:

" bien celui qui part pour le Nord
I)4<;u se retrouvera dans le Bud."

Char, on the other hand, decides to twist the original ideas

"Mais apprends plutot & roulor tes cheveux
Pour que les pierres y trouvent leur compte."

Sluara takes the initiative in Page blanche (RT 17-18),

violating the blank page with an obvious comparison:

"Le marbre des palais est aujourd'hui plus dur que le soleil";

and in fact, Sluard acknowledges the banality of this line. Breton

intervenes, after iiluard has stated the second proposition, throw¬

ing in a repetitive series of lines, which bring together ideas

associated with blood and water respectively and these in turn

suggest the opposition and then the union of the body and the soul.

All but the final line of Ainsi de suite (RT 19) comes from
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the pen of Eluard and is very typical of his style, with its short,

crisp lines, some standing in isolation, some in compact little

tr ( blocks, around which revertykte multiple waves of associations:

"lis sont fous
lis sont morts
lis ont la tete au fond du corps

Nous ne les connaissons pas

Elles sont folles
Elles sont mortes
Leur tete n'est plus en nous".

To which Char adds the elliptical final abstract-concrete image,

"L'obsession bouteille vide".

L'Air se charge (RT 20-1) is a dialogue between Breton and

Eluard. The two poets achieve a remarkable harmony, as they create

a dynamic Surrealist tableau, one of the most successful poems in

the recueil. The last six lines, evoking a rendez-vous of lovers,

are an indication of the quality of this piece:

"Je serai cette fois celui que tu n'as pas connu
Et qui n'aime qu'a te surprendre (Eluard)
Je t'apparaitrai avec tes mains sur mes yeux
Et tu ne pourras rien prendre
L'amour s'dtendra comme j'aime
Brouillard b. couper au couteau". (Breton)

The two poets evoke love's power of transformation and its capacity

to surprise, the playfulness of young couples and their serious

vows, and the final image of the fog thick enough to cut with a

knife expresses not only the al]-enveloping, all-embracing, ever¬

growing aspect of love but also its latent violence.

These first few poems have shown how Ralentir Travaux

operates. From now on, comments will be restricted to certain high¬

lights of the collection and to discussion of the individual con¬

tributions of the three men, with the concentration on significant

themes, motifs and images.



In 1930 a number of critics might have been surprised to

see the name of Rend Char appearing side by side with those of

Breton and Eluard on the cover of Ralentir Travaux, for his poetry

prior to that date was restricted to a work he destroyed, Les

Cloches sur le coeur (1928), and Arsenal, of which only 26 copies

were produced in the first edition in 1929 and only 40 in the

second edition in the following year. In 1930, however, Char's

name began to appear in the review Le Surrdalisme au service de la

Revolution.

One is struck first of all in Ralentir Travaux by Char's

style rather than by his subject-matter. Numerous critics have

talked in terms of "aphorismes" when trying to evoke the particular

quality of Char's poetry, but this is perhaps a misleading word, for

it is chosen solely as a way of describing the conciseness of Char's

language; his statements are not maxims. Indeed, in the fragmentary

succinctness of Char's poetry there is something of the first style

of Breton. One finds oneself referring constantly to ellipsis, as

one does when writing about Mont de Pietd. Char's work exemplifies

the role played by suggestion in poetry; one single word or one

single phrase written by this poet suffices to suggest to the reader

a whole range of possible associations; Char goes for the essence of

his subject and is content to state this essence. A number of the

poems in Ralentir Travaux are rounded off by a terse, direct phrase

by Char; his sole intervention in Toujours les memes (RT 28) is the

final line, "Le jeu de socidtd"; he closes Isolde a ravir (RT 34-5)

with the single word "Originale"; Pdcouverte de la terre (RT 44)

ends with the succinct juxtaposition, "La belle inconnue-limite".
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Certain of Tzara's comments in his "pridre d'insdrer" for

Le marteau sans maitre, probably Char's best collection of Surreal¬

ist poetry, could apply with equal justification to his contribut¬

ion to Ralentir Travaux:

"A cette extreme limite ou l'exprimd et l'exprimable
s'affrontent dans une poussidre de principes d'identitds,
Rend Char nous livre un merveilleux instrument d'exploration
humaine, dont la manidre de se servir, ddpouillde des
dldments personnels et hors de leur mouvement descriptif,
rdside dans le systdme cohdrent de rdfdrences qu'est la
podsie en tant que sujet-objet de ddsir: je salue en cet
outil 1'inviolable puretd et la tdmdritd d'un nouveau
coefficient d'intdgration dans la rdalitd secrdte du monde,
le ddcalque prdcis d'un souffle permanent, d'une constante
image de soleil ddposde sur les choses et sur la nuit comme
la trappe d'un signalement occulte de ce qui, tout en
existant, n'est perceptible qu'avec d'infinies prdcautions
de voix nues." 1

In this sentence Tzara evokes splendidly the essence of

Char's technique; as far as the dominant themes and motifs of

Char'8 poetry are concerned, a number are to be found in the lines

written by him from Ralentir Travaux.

The somewhat taciturn virility of the language, in which

words are treated with the same loving care as diamonds, is reflec¬

ted in the references to minerals, to stones:

"Pour que les pierres y trouvent leur compte" (RT 16) and

"Les pierres suivaient leur ombre douce-amdre" (RT 26).

A variation is the allusion to ruins in Commencement et Fin (RT 34)•

Despite the outward appearance of hardness, however, Char is

an extremely sensitive poet. He has a heart, and this motif, sig¬

nificantly, is often present. Rend Mdnard has written an interest¬

ing article, exploring this subject, Le coeur, la podsie, Rend
2

Char..... Although he realizes that this motif is of little

1. Quoted in the special number of Libertd (Hommage 5. Rend Chajj,
Montrdal: Juillet-Aout, 1968, p.75»

2. In L'Arc (No. 22), Aix-en-Provence, 1963.
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significance in the work of a number of great poets (Lautr£amont,

part of Rimbaud's poetry, Mallarm^, Claudel, many of the Surreal¬

ists) and although he accepts that there is a vast difference

between "la Podsie" and "les effusions du coeur", he feels never¬

theless that:

"Dans l'oeuvre d'un grand po&te, le coeur est souvent present.

Menard sees that this is the case with Char, and in conclusion

adds the very important fact:

"Le coeur n'est pas seulement present dans l'oeuvre de Char
lorsqu'il s'agit de l'amour. Vers les hommes, les betes,
la nature il fraie le chemin du po&me." 2

The importance of this motif reinforces the belief that

Char penetrates to the essence of things, that he is profound, that

he feels deeply, as in his lines of Un sort re,jet4 (RT 38):

"Tu serres la derni&re cartouche
Dans une cave de salpetre
Avec l'oreille de l'amour
Ton £cho dans le coeur".

He begins Facade (RT 29) with the revealing admission:

"Je donne sur le coeur

Partout ou ton ombre a pu rejoindre la mienne".

h£nard's article begins with the claim:

"Notre coeur est l'ultime r<5duit de notre libertd".^
In the poem Autour de 1'Amour (RT 33) both Char and Breton need to

relate the concept of love to that of freedom. Char's three lines

are:

"Je t'enfouirai dans le sable
Pour que la mar4e te d£livre
La liberty pour 1'ombre";

1. In L'Arc (No. 22), Aix-en-Provence, 1963* p.83.
2. id. p.86.
3. id. p.82.
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to which Breton responds:

"Je te ferai sdcher au soleil
De tes cheveux ou le phdnix tombe dans une trappe
La liberty pour la proie".

However, for a poet reputed to be preoccupied with the

theme of light,''" Ralentir Travaux is full of references by Char

to shadows (v. the lines quoted above from Facade, Autour de

11 Amour, and L'Ecole buissonni&re) (uT 26).

Though the awareness of a shadow may imply the presence of

light, the shadow in the poem On dorrne le change (RT 39-40) goes

so far as to snuff out the candles. For once perhaps in Char's

work shade triumphs over light in the verbal chiaroscuro.

The influence of Surrealism is clearly apparent in the way

in which Char in his turn creates Surrealist tableaux with some of

his lines, as at the end of En retour (RT 23) s

"Qu'ils chantent faux
C'est une bande de brigands
Les tetes ont quittd les £paules".

There is an underlying vein of humour in this example, but the

humour is much stronger in the very surreal ending of the following

poem, Le mauvais su.jet (RT 25):

"Maintenant de la famille
Je suis la coqueluche du vingti&me siScle".

(The two meanings of "coqueluche": 1° "darling", 2° "whooping cough"

are both heard in this image).

Although Char does bring an individual touch to the collec¬

tion, it is apparent from such passages that he is affected by the

idea of his fellow-Surrealists.

1. Professor C.A. Hackett wrote for the special number of L1Arc
devoted to Char an article entitled La lumi&re dans l'oeuvre
de Ren£ Char.
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ELUARD

To some extent Eluard acts as an intermediary between the

two more extreme styles of Breton and Char. His limpid and pliant

lines weld together the contributions of his two friends to create

unified poems. In five of the nine poems to which each of the

poets contributes one single section the central passage is sup¬

plied by Sluard? and Ordre du Jour, too, conforms to this basic
1 i " J- i I I I aiir

pattern except for the fact that an extra line is added by Eluard

at the end. This may suggest that Eluard is the most versatile,

possibly the most gifted, but certainly the most experienced poet

of the three. By 1930 he had a considerable body of poetry behind

him, including the superb recueils Capitals de la Douleur and

L'Amour la Podsie.

In these two collections one cannot help but notice a whole

series of dualities, somewhat reminiscent of those in the poetry

of Baudelaire, in which the poet considers, at times almost side

by side, pairs of opositesi light and shade, joy and sorrow, love

and solitude, all dependent on the presence or absence of the

beloved.

Sluard's contributions to Ralentir Travaux are perhaps too

fragmentary to give a true indication of this pattern. Neverthe¬

less, the pattern is so fundamental to his poetry that traces of

it are to be found in the book he writes jointly with Breton and

Char.

The events of the years 1929-30 in Eluard's private life

were decisive and helped foster the dualities in his poetry.^"
1. His first wife, Gala, had met Salvador Bali at Cadaques in 1929»

and before long the two of them were to embark on a new life
together. In the month of December of that year Eluard, while
out walking with Char, had met the woman who was to become his
second wife, Nusch.
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Their effects are perceptible in Ralentir Travaux. The dark side

of the glass is evident in the specific reference to absence at

the end of the final poeni, Je m1 depute encore parler (RT 59):

"Je m'en suis pris aussi & 1'absence
Sous toutes ses formes
Et j'ai serrd dans mes bras des apparitions sous le signe
De la cendre et a'amours plus nouveaux que le premier
Qui m'a fermd les yeux l'espoir la jalousie".

It lies behind the motif of tears which keeps returning:

"Le jour des larmes 1*indifference fait des siennes" (RT 22),

"Seulement l'ombre d'une larme l'enjeu du souvenir" (RT 31),

(though one must admit that here Eluard merely repeats the idea

with which Breton begins the poem),

"Un grand myst&re comme un enfant perdu
Avec ces larmes sales qui voudraient etre du sang" (RT 46);

and the accompaniment of these themes is the theme of silence.

The period of frustration and despair these themes mark

alternates with days of happiness, reflected in the great Eluardian

theme of fraternity, "les mains se serrent" (RT 5C) > the mention

of "le rire" (RT 36) and above all by the return of love. It is

seen in L'Ecole buissonniere (RT 26):

"L*amour le premier enseignait
Aux amants a bien se tenir".

Ralentir Travaux contains, in addition, fleeting allusions to other

dominant themes and motifs of Sluard's poetry: the themes of "la

puret£" and "la parole", the motifs of fire, eyes, mirrors, birds,

clouds.

One very short piece is written by Eluard alone: the three

lines of L*Autre po&me (RT 37)*

"Je ddposerai mes <5paules
Chaque pas souleve un malheur
Me perdre au large de mes tempes".
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The poem drifts away into space before either Breton or Char can

catch it and give it new life.

BIIETOH

Breton in Ralentir Travaux has not lost the secret of creat¬

ing a bizarre Surrealist tableau in a single line, or even a single

image. In D^couverte de la terre (RT 44)» after a passage which

bears the hint of the myth of Prometheus stealing fire from the

gods and creating man, Breton brings into the "picture" an invis¬

ible sledge drawn by a team of moles, an image which prefigures the

scene in the first poem of L'Air de l'Kau, where the carriage is

drawn by axolotls in blue shoes, (v. CT 157).

Perhaps the best example, however, of the creation of a

Surrealist tableau by Breton in this collection is provided by the

opening lines of L'Sn.jeu inutile:

"Le monde renvers£ serait charmant
Dans les yeux de l'anti-homme
Quel sablier que la terre
Quels -vases communicants que la naissance et la mort".

(RT 56)

The initial idea is no doubt suggested by Breton's overriding

desire in 1930 to overthrow the society in which he lives."'" Sudden¬

ly he sees how this dream can be realized, in his poetry at least:

in his imagination he envisages the earth as an hour-glass which

can be turned upside down by a mere touch of one's fingers. Think¬

ing of the hour-glass leads Breton immediately to a concept he had

utilized towards the end of Le Surrdalisme et la Peinture and which

he was to take for the title of his next major prose-work, the

image of the "vases communicants". In this poem he sees birth and

1. cf. the Second Manifeste.



436.

death as the twin retorts, linked, of course, by life. These

lines, however, are strangely reminiscent of metaphysical poetry,

though it is difficult to decide whether this is because of their

concentration or because the linking of the hour-glass with the

Karth is more a conceit than a metaphor. This latter point may

provide an important clue to an understanding of the basic nature

of many surrealist images: in their bringing together of "distant

realities" they are modern versions or variations of the conceit.

It is interesting that Helen Gardner, when she is explaining the

difference between a conceit and a comparison, employs, like

Breton in the first Manifeste.the image of a spark:

"A brief comparison can be a conceit if two things patently
unlike, or which we should never think of together, are
shown to be alike in a single point in such a way, or in
such a context, that we feel their incongruity. Here a
conceit is like a spark made by striking two stones together.
After the flash the stones are just two stones." *

Breton, of course, believed that the spark was possible only if

two disparate things were brought together in a metaphor.

Regarding the dominant motifs of Breton's contributions to

these poems, one discovers the return of zoological and botanical

terms. One poem, begun significantly by Breton himself, is

called Histoire naturelle (RT 47)» and the lines written by Breton

contain references to sea-horses, ferns and a strange hybrid,
2

"l'agate-oeillet", about which Breton remarks: " c'est

par hasard qu'elle fait partie du rhgne mineral." The second

element in the term, the flower, could just as easily have pre¬

vailed, if one had to classify this hybrid as either vegetable or

1. The Metaphysical Poets, London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1957» P«19«
2. Breton's hybrid, "1'agate-oeillet", is a distortion in writing

of the name of a particular variety of agate, the "agate
oeill^e".
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mineral, but the purpose of the coupling is to undermine once more

the division between the kingdoms.

Then the plant, the scarlet pimpernel, is integrated into

a bizarre image merging the abstract and the concrete (RT 40)!

"La caresse a bouche de mouron rouge."

The caress suggests the ideas of a kiss and lips and the colour

of the flower evokes the exact shade of red.

The poem, Sur parole, (RT 52) contains an attractive and

unusual sequence of images of love, including the metaphor, "c'est

le corail qui sort de la mer", which revives beautifully and pre¬

cisely the clichd of lips of coral. This reference to the theme

of love leads inevitably to its twin theme of Woman, which never

strays far from the centre of the Surrealist poets' preoccupations.

Moreover, an embodiment of the theme of "l'£ternel f^minin" itself

introduces the poem, Le Lierre (RT 53-4)s

"L'£ternelle femme sur un banc de square
La femme sans nora avec une pendule autour des bras
En guise de manchon".

The Daliesque image of the clock is but a prelude, however, to a

partial metamorphosis of the woman into the cosmic figure of a

"femme-Eclair". This woman may act like a flash of lightning, but

a little of the disappointment or even the despair or disillusion

Breton experiences a few months later at the loss of his mistress

X is discernible in Je m1depute encore parler (RT 5809)> in the

lines:

"Je serre dans mes bras les ferames qui ne veulent etre qu'& un
autre

Celles qui dans 1'amour entendent le vent passer sur les
peupliers

Celles qui dans la haine sont plus dlanc^es que les mantes
religieuses". 4

1. The Surrealists were fascinated by the fact that the female
praying mantis devours her mate after copulation.
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The fascination certain signs or inscriptions have for

Breton, and the possible sight of such a sign as they compose the

poem Ordre du Jour (RT 42-3)> may lie behind the Surrealist "d£-

paysement", in which the appearance of a passer-by is distorted:

"son visage est remplacd par 1'inscription Secours aux noyers".

Otherwise the sign could be seen as an image of the distress on

the man's face.

In the area of language Breton's contributions supply the

simple word-play. In Sn retour (RT 22-3)> he interprets quite

literally the proverbial expression, "la semaine des quatre

jeudis". After Eluard refers to "le jour des larmes", Breton

takes the cue and responds as follows:

"C'est un des trois jours non sp^cifl'ds de la semaine des
quatre jeudis

Les deux autres dtant "

and Eluard helps him out, "des peurs et celui des refus "

In L'Ecole buissonni&re (RT 26) Breton revives another clichd by

referring to "un pas de loup".

He introduces a poem written during a journey by car bet¬

ween Char's home at L'Isle-sur-Sorgue and Avignon, Toujours les

memes (RT 28), with images containing contradictions and distor¬

tions of reality:

"Les gens sont trop courageux
Les uns sont sous les lits les autres dans les armoires
Et ceux qui ont une bougie A la place de cervelle
Ne d^plaisent pas & celles au coeur de chiffon".

These surrealist images could likewise be filed in an anthology

of "humour rose".

A further indication of Breton's continuing preoccupation

with images is provided by the reference to them within an image,

in the pleasant little poem Decors (RT 50-l):
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"On a fait venir les derniers fanatiques
lis descendent au inoyen de leurs lance-pierres les derni&res

boules d1images
Qui trainent encore".

Thus Breton again modifies a stock phrase "boule de neige" and

uses it as the basis of a new image, before closing the poem with

an image, the impact of which is as great as Eluard's far more

famous "La terre est bleue comme une orange"; Breton very coolly

anounces "Aux derni&res nouvelles la terre aurait pondue",

not only exploiting, like Eluard, the shape of the earth, but also

distorting it.

************

Interesting though the experiment of Ralentir Travaux is,

the end-product remains a collection of fairly ordinary poems, not

as arbitrary as some automatic texts, but not devoid of some of

the most striking features of the poetry of the three individuals

who worked together to produce it.

The same year, 1930, saw, however, another attempt at

collaboration, this time by just Breton and Eluard, which was far

more experimental and quite different from anything else either

had done hitherto, of considerable interest as far as its imagery

is concerned. The result of this particular experiment is

L'lmmacul^e Conception.

"L'lmmacul^e Conception" (1930)

When this book appeared in a Japanese edition in 1935 >

Breton and Eluard added a preface, Note a propos d'une collabora¬

tion, which was published in the Cahiers d'Art, Nos. 5-6 (p.137).

There the two poets give some explanation of their aims in writing

L'Immacul£e Conception and of the manner of their composition:
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"A constater leurs differences, les hommes se veulent
semblables. De cette seule volonte, tous les rapports
humains prennent leur valeur. Etre deux h d4truire, &
construire, a vivre, c'est d£ja etre tous, etre l'autre
a l'infini et non plus soi. Chaque brin de soleil supporte
un flocon de neige, chaque main tendue un regard connu.

Un examen r£fl4chi, approfondi des possibility de la
pens4e, de la pens£e commune & tous, rend vaine toute
hidrarchie entre les hommes. Entre l'homme et la femme,
elle serait la negation meme de leur role propre.

Ce livre fut ecrit en quinze jours, et encore n'y
consacrames-nous que nos loisirs reels. La connaissance
parfaite que nous avions l'un de l'autre nous a facility
ce travail. Mais elle nous incita surtout h. organiser de
telle faqon qu'il s'en d4gageat une philosophie podtique
qui, sans jamais mettre le langage & la raison, conduise
pourtant un jour a l'dlaboration d'une veritable philosophie
de la poesie." 1

The book's title may indicate that its conception, or

more accurately, its composition, was to be accomplished without

the intervention of reason (i.e. without the intervention of any

conscious control).

In fact, the composition of L'Immacuiee Conception reveals

a development of the automatic writing which had produced Les

Champs magndtiques and Poisson soluble, for the choice of the

subject-matter (of the titles of the various sections of the book)

was premeditated. Once the titles were settled, however, the two

poets reverted to orthodox automatism.

The first part of the book, L'Homme, evokes stages in the

life of man, from the moment of conception to the moment of death.

The second part, for which the book is most famous, Les Posses¬

sions, consists of a series of attempts to simulate mental dis¬

orders. The third section, Les Mediations, treats certain aspects

of human existence and the final part, Le Jugement originel, is a

list of Surrealist aphorisms.

1. In Eluard, P., O.C. (Pldiade), t.l. pp.1427-8.
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A. "L1Homme"

The first text is intended to evoke the Moment of concep¬

tion, and in the opening sentence Breton succeeds in presenting

both the ordinariness of the event and its eroticism, with the

mention of the heaving of the woman's belly, but the curious meta¬

phor identifying the latter with a stone in a waterfall brings out

not only the obvious naturalness of the moment but its singularity

for those involved, a singularity stressed by the phrases, "la

seule visible", "la seule veritable". The text begins:

"Un jour conpris entre deux autres et, comme d'habitude,
pas de nuit sans dtoile, le ventre long de la ferame monte,
c'est une pierre et la seule visible, la seule vdritable,
dans la cascade." (IG 9)

After the general creation of the atmosphere of the night

on which the child is conceived, Eluard adds a serious reflection:

"L'homme ne se reproduit pas dans un grand dclat de rire.
L'homme ne se reproduit pas. II n'a jamais peupld son lit
que des yeux ardents de son amour." (IC 10)

This gives Breton the cue to observe that in the act of love and

at the moment of conception the rag-picker is the equal of a kingj

but although this first part of the opening piece is clearly re¬

lated to its title and theme, the remainder is more gratuitous, as

the thoughts of the two poets are diverted to their surroundings.

The second text, La Vie intra-utdrine»is freer still. It

is at least as arbitrary as any orthodox and unpremeditated auto¬

matic text. Contrary to the implications of the title, Eluard

commences with images of light:

"N'etre rien. De toutes lee faqons qu'a le tournesol d'aimer
la lumi&re, le regret est la plus belle ombre sur le cadran
solaire." (IC 11)

Yet the allusion to the sunflower's movement towards the sunlight

serves to suggest attractively an instinct for survival, or at least
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a desire to see the light of day, to savour the outside world, on

the part of the unborn child.

Breton appears to dispel this movement with a little word¬

play ("Os crois4s, mots crois£s"), some absurd statements ("Le

poisson nait d'une £pine, la guenon d'une noix"), and an allusion

to Columbus. Surrealist tableaux featuring washerwomen and birds

are then described. At last there is a sentence bearing on the

title of the passage, as the unborn child feels the beating of

its mother's heart:

"Les soupapes s'ouvrent et se ferment dans un coeur qui
n'est pas le mien et qui est mon coeur, sont tout ce qui
se chantera d'inutile sur une mesure & deux temps: je crie,
nul ne m'entend, je reve." (IC 12)

Allusions to a desert, to shadows, to silence, to bathing, tempo¬

rarily keep the poets to their initial theme, but these give

ground in turn to a fresh flux of more arbitrary images.

The third text, La naissance,combines serious reflections

on the child's situation at the moment of birth with fairly real¬

istic evocations of his first experiences of life in the outside

world. Then the semblance of realism is forgotten; we encounter

people looking at the child and seeking resemblances with its

parents but they find instead more bizarre affinities:

"Le voisin soutient qu'il est fait 1'image du feu de bois,
la voisine qu'on ne peut ipieux le comparer qu'& l'air des
aeroplanes et la fde d4g£ner£e qui a dlu domicile dans la
cave incline & lui donner pour ancetre le gypse en fer de
lance qui a un pied sur l'oisivete, 1'autre sur le travail."

(IC 14)

The principle of the juxtaposition of distant realities, the ab¬

stract and the concrete, the animate and the inanimate^ runs through

these images; but the allusion to wood-fire reminds the reader of

the famous opening line of L1Union libre, "Ma femme & la chevelure
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de feu de bois", and because of this a rational explanation of the

opening comparison, if such is required, becomes feasible} and the

allusion to "l'air des aeroplanes", "la f£e degeneree" and "le

gypse en fer de lance" may evoke in turn the freedom, the delicacy,

grace and mystery, and the pearly, lunar lustre of the new-born

baby. And so the texts proceed through life unto death, combining

allusions to the themes and titles of each section with far more

grotesque notions and images.

The idea of using automatic writing on a premeditated basis

comes closer to the Surrealists' desire to reconcile antinomies,

in this case the real and the unreal, though in fact it is diffi¬

cult to detect any marked difference in quality between these

texts in L'lmmaculde Conception and earlier automatic texts.

B. "Les Possessions"

Breton and Eluard felt that they were capable of simulat¬

ing accurately the state of a number of mental disorders. By so

doing, they hoped to resolve another of the old pairs of oppo-

sites mentioned by Breton in the Second Manifeste, as he repeats

quite explicitly in the Entretiens;

" la preoccupation majeure (du chapitre intituld
Les Possessions) est de rdduire l'antinomie de la raison
et de la d£raison, qui, parmi d'autres, a une des
ambitions permanentes du surrdalisme." (E l6l)

Of course, Breton and Eluard lay themselves open to

criticism on the grounds that it is impossible for "normal" people

to achieve, even for a short time, a close approximation to any of

the mental disorders in question. An important article by Rolland

de Ren&ville for the NEF (1st January, 1932) did make such a crit¬

icism. Though he did not doubt the sincerity of the experiment,



444.

he did question its success:

"Mais je ne crois pas qu'il soit possible de passag&reraent
ressentir les £tats de conscience d'un paralytique gdndral
si l'on n'est soi-meme atteint de cette maladie. II y
faudrait tout au moins une destruction mentale progressive
qui ne permettrait plus a l'homrae qui l'aurait pratiqud de
retourner en arri&re. Je me r^jouis de pouvoir £crire que
tel n'est pas le cas de Paul Eluard ni d'Andr6 Breton." 4

Moreover, Rolland de Ren&ville perceives no great difference

between the texts produced by the two poets in this way and those

of the earlier sessions of automatic writing, but goes on to

criticize Breton and Eluard for not resorting to mysticism which

he claims would bring boundless insight. Breton, naturally, was
i

appalled by such a suggestion. Nevertheless, Rolland de Rend-

ville's basic criticism is quite valid, though one must recognize

that Breton had made a serious study and had first-hand experience

of patients suffering from the mental disorders he and Eluard

attempt to simulate. His interest in the question of insanity,

stemming from the periods he spent during the war in psychiatric

centres, was reinforced by his acquaintance with Hadja and the

discovery of her ultimate fate. Furthermore, in 1928 he and

Aragon wrote Le Cinquantenaire de l'hystgrie, in which they claim

that hysteria was the great poetic discovery of the end of the

nineteenth century and in which, too, they propose a new defini¬

tion of hysteria:

"L'hyst^rie est un £tat plus ou moins irr^ductible se carac-
t&risant par la subversion des rapports qui s'dtablissent entre
le sujet et le monde moral duquel il croit pratiquement relever,
en dehors de tout systeme d^lirant. Cet dtat mental est fondd
sur le besoin d'une seduction r£ciproque, qui explique les
miracles hativement accept^s de la suggestion (ou contre-
suggestion) m^dicale. L'hyst^rie n'est pas un ph£nom&ne patho-

1. In Eluard, P., O.C. (Pldiiade), t. 1, p.1426.
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logique et peut, & tous £gards, etre consid£r£ comme un
moyen supreme d'expression." 1

In this text both hysteria and insanity are related expli¬

citly to the questions of poetry and language. In return, Breton

feels that the poet should investigate the questions of hysteria

and insanity and ascertain whether he can bring to light fresh

knowledge concerning them. It is on this note that Breton begins

the introduction he writes to Les Possessions;

"Les auteurs se font un scrupule de garantir la loyautd
absolue de l'entreprise qui consiste pour eux &soumettre,
tant aux sp£cialistes qu'aux profanes, les cinq essais sui-
vants....

Loin de sacrifier par gout au pittoresque en adoptant
tour & tour, de confiance, les divers langages tenus, h.
tort ou a raison, pour les plus inaddquats & leur objet,
non contents d'en attendre meme un r£el effet de curiosity,
ils espSrent, d'une part, prouver que 1'esprit, dressd
po^tiquement chez l'homme normal, est capable de reproduire
dans ses grands traits les manifestations verbales les plus
paradoxales, les plus excentriques, qu'il est au pouvoir de
cet esprit de se soumettre a volontd les principales iddes
d^lirantes sans qu'il y aille pour lui d'un trouble durable,
sans que cela soit susceptible de compromettre en rien sa
faculty d'fSquilibre." (IG 23-4)

Breton reinforces these ideas a little later by stressing the im¬

portance of the new exercise both for the liberation of the mind

and for poetry:

"Sans prejudice des conquetes qu'il (cet exercice) presage
sous le rapport de la liberty la plus haute, nous le tenons,
au point de vue de la po£tique moderne, pour un remarquable
crit^rium. C'est assez dire que nous en proposerions fort
bien la generalisation et qu'& nos yeux 1' 'essai de simu¬
lation' de maladies qu'on enferme remplacerait avantageuse-
ment la ballade, le sonnet, 1'epopee, le po&me sans queue ni
tete et autres genres caducs." (IC 25)

He is being wilfully provocative, of course, but there is, too, a

serious side to his remarks.

In these five texts the authors use all their knowledge of

1. In Nadeau, M., Documents surrealistes, Paris: Seuil,1948, p.127.



446.

mental disorders to try to get under the skin, so to speak, of

sufferers from them, to seek as faithful a simulation as possible.

The first text of this section is an attempt to simulate

mental deficiency. Breton and Eluard bring out the feeling of

self-importance which is sometimes noticed In the mentally defi¬

cient. The "subject" or "patient" reveals his views on a motley

collection of topics. Most of his ideas are cliches; he is self-

righteous, even pompous; he has designed a new kind of submarine;

he has written to the President of the Republic demanding an

audience. The text is, significantly, completely devoid of poetic

imagery.

The second text, a simulation of acute mental derangement,

is far more "poetic"; the subject utters a series of unrelated

ideas, some of which are very bizarre and amusing. The whole

effect is quite similar to that of the orthodox automatic text,

which indeed it is. There are good examples of word-play, which

remind the reader of the word-play of Les Champs magn^tiques, or

of Poisson soluble;

".....tu tiens un arrosoir, tu as une jarabe coupde, <ja fait
deux jambes que j'enjambe au mois de janvier. En f^vrier
je ramasee les f&ves.,.." (IC 29)

The sound of one word or one syllable suggests another word. ;The

subject is oblivious or ignorant of the meaning of words). The sub¬

ject makes no attempt to suppress any resulting nonsense; he places

his faith in the words which pour forth; he allows the words to

"make love"t

"Je parie une vessie contre une lanterne & un croque-mort
qu'il n'y a pas d'£ternit£, L'<§ternit«5 c'est l'dther et c'est
tout. J'ai fait mes dtudes chez un avou£ qui me disaitt
N'avouez jamais. Au conseil de revision j'ai 6t6 rdforra<§
pour la vision." (IC 30)
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In the first of these sentences there is of course a modification

of the idiomatic expression, "prendre des vessies pour des lan-

ternes".

At their best, some of the sentences are real finds, as

examples of Surrealist or just Gallic humours

"Moi j'aime h. etre couch£ sur le ventre, & condition que ce
ne soit pas toujours le mien, bien entendu." (ibid.)

The frontier between the absurd phrase and the verbal Sur¬

realist tableau is not clearly delineated, however. Though the

text lacks true metaphors, many of the absurd phrases only just

fall short of being sparkling surrealist images.

The "subject" in this text, as in the previous one, suffers

from delusions of his own grandeurs he refers to Bismarck, Cl£men-

ceau, Gambetta, Mme Curie and Pasteur as if they are his personal

friends.

It appears to be a fairly accurate simulation of this men¬

tal disorder, except for the fact that there is no element of

tragedy present, because one knows all the time that the two

people uttering and writing the remarks are perfectly sane and are

only feigning madness.

The attempt to simulate the syphilitic condition of general

paralysis takes the form of a passionate letter written by the

subject to the woman he loves. At times one has the impression

that Breton and Eluard have discovered the secret of the lyricism

they had long been seeking, as they produce a stream of images,

evoking an exotic idyll and singing of the beauty of YYomani

"Je n'avais pas assez des cent cinquante chateaux ou nous
allions nous aimer on m'en construira demain cent mille autres
j'ai chass£ des forets de baobabs de tes yeux les paons les
panth&res et les oiseaux-lyres je les enfermerai dans mes
chateaux forts et nous irons nous promener tous deux dans les
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forets d'Asie d'Europe d'Afrique d'Am^rique qui entourent
nos chateaux dans les forets admirables de tes yeux qui sont
habitues h. ma splendeur." (IC 35)

The poetic quality of the text is heightened by the numerous refe¬

rences to precious stones and precious metals — diamonds, emeralds,

gold, crystal, radium, pearls — and by the frequent mention of

stars.

On the other hand, as the above quotation illustrates, the

subject has little thought for punctuation. He uses full stops only

when he decides, in a completely arbitrary manner, to begin a fresh

paragraph. In the postscript the style becomes much more childish,

though it still contains the odd touch of lyricism, as in the

allusion at the end of the following quotation:

"Je voudrais un bottin pour la messe un bottin avec une
corde A noeuds pour marquer les pages
Ma bretelle gauche vient de casser je soulevais le monde
comme une plume. Peux-tu me faire une commission achate
un tank je veux te voir venir comme les f£es." (IC 38)

Yet in the main body of the letter one cannot help feeling that it

is no longer the imaginary subject who is writing but a poet, or

rather two poets. Breton and Eluard are perhaps carried away by

the topic and return to a more faithful simulation of the disorder

only in the postscript. One is tempted to ask for an explanation

of the fact that, although the subject is so weak at punctuation,

his spelling is perfect, perhaps suggesting that at this level

the poet is taking over from the subject, as it were.

The "essai de simulation du ddlire d'interpretation" comes

very close to the new Surrealist technique invented by Salvador

Bali, "1'activity paranolaque-critique". Four years later, in a

lecture he gives in Brussels, Breton discusses this important

addition to the range of Surrealist techniques, referring to it as
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"un instrument de tout premier ordre", which can be applied to

painting, poetry, the cinema, the construction of Surrealist

objects, fashion, sculpture, the history of art, and, if need be,

to any kind of exegesis. Breton quotes Bali's La femme visible

of 1930 to illustrate firstly the artist's basic conviction:

"Je crois qu'est proche le moment ou, par un processus de
caractSre paranoiaque et actif de la pens£e il sera possible
(simultan£ment a l'automatisme et aux autres etats pensifs),
de syst&natiser la confusion et de contribuer au discredit
total du monde de la rdalitd 1

and secondly Dali's description of the paranoic's attitude towards

the world around him:

"Le paranoia se sert du monde extdrieur pour faire valoir
l'idde obs^dante, avec la troublante particularity le
rendre valable la r^alitd de cette idde pour les autres.
La r£alit£ du monde extdrieur sert corame illumination et
preuve, et est mise au service de la rdalite de notre
esprit." 2

In 1934 > in an article entitled Intervention surr4aliste Dali

gives the following definitions, which relate his method absolutely

explicitly to the fourth mental disorder Breton and Eluard attempt

to simulate:

"Paranoia: Deiire d'interpretation comportant une structure
systdmatique. Activity paranolaque-critique: Mdthode spon¬
tanea de 'connaissance irrationnelle' basee sur l'objectiva-
tion critique et systematique des associations et inter¬
pretations deiirantes." 3

Although Breton in one of his later radio interviews relates the

whole of L'lmmacuiee Conception to Dali's "activite paranoiaque-

critique" (E 160), it is this particular section, the simulation

of the paranoiac's delusion of interpretation, which has the

1. In Breton, A., Qu'est-ce que le surreali3me?, p.25.
2. ibid.
3. Derniers modes d'excitation intellectuelle pour l'ete 1934» in

Documents 34. Bruxelles, 1934} reprinted as Intervention
surrealiste (Documents 34) by L'Arc, No.37> Aix-en-Provence,
1969» p.34.
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This section is of considerable interest for the poet, for

it is in theory concerned with the very question of the metaphor.

Like Hamlet's cloud, any object, for the Surrealist as for the

paranoiac, can become any other object, and this is the dominant

aspect in the "essai de simulation du ddlire d'interpretation".

It contains a series of surrealist images and is exemplified by

the remarkable third paragraphs

"Le bariolage de 1'averse parle perroquet. II couve le vent
qui eclot avec des graines dans les yeux. La double paupi&re
du soleil se l&ve et s'abaisse sur la vie. Les pattes des
oiseaux sur le carreau du ciel sont ce que j'appelais nagu&re
les dtoiles. La terre elle-meme dont on s'explique si raal la
demarche tant qu'on demeure sous la voute, la terre palm^e de
ses ddserts est soumise aux lois de la migration."

(IC 39-40)

Clifford Browder has observed that the dominant motif of this text

is that of the bird: bird-images and allusions to birds prevail

throughout.

A possible explanation is that the subject alludes near the

beginning of the text to the Pont-au-Change, near which there is

the special little market where cage-birds are sold. Also, because

the bird is a common symbol of freedom, one could argue that this

helps to illustrate the idea that the paranoiac and the Surrealist

poet have total freedom of expression. Yet this would ignore the

fact that there are in this text, particularly towards the end,

references to bars and cages, which remind the reader that the

paranoiac could well be confined to an asylum, stripped of his

freedom. Breton is not content merely to accept stock symbolic

connotations. The profusion cf bird-images, from the mythological

phoenix, Horus, Leda's swan, to the exotic "diamants de S£ndgal",

may imply that the "subject" sees himself as a cage-bird, and this
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helps to explain some of the images in the third paragraph: the

parrot-talk of the "bariolage de l'averse" evokes the basically

pathetic language of the paranoiac; he has no egg to hatch, (pos¬

sibly suggesting that he finds no fulfilment in his life); the

rising and setting of the sun evoked in terms of a "double paupi-

bre" is a reminder of the difference in structure of the eyelids

of birds and mammals and of the absence in man of the nocturnal

bird's nictitating membrane; from his cage-bird's-eye view of

the world the "subject" sees not stars but merely their shape in

the feet of other birds; by exploiting the two basic meanings of

"palm£" the poets can give the earth an "ornithocentric" quality

and explain its laws in terms of the migration of birds. Though

these bird-images serve to bring out the pitiable predicament of

the paranoiac, in a different context the attempt to represent

the real sentiments of a bird could be a way of revealing the

great visionary powers of the poets, but here it gives rise mainly

to comedy. The whole text, however, could be seen to reveal the

potential of this method poets can use in their search for origin¬

al metaphors, though none of the major Surrealist poets have ever

repeated the experiment.

The fifth kind of simulation is that of "dementia praecox"

or schizophrenia. At the beginning of the text the "subject"

rambles on in very disjointed prose, throwing in all sorts of

facts and expressions, but the monologue gradually deteriorates

into ever-increasing gibberish. The opening and closing sentences

give an indication of this deterioration. The text begins:

"La femme que voici un bras sur sa tete rocailleuse de pralines
qui sortent d'ici sans qu'on y voie clair parce que c'est un
peu plus de midi ici en sortant du rire dans les dents qui
reculent a travers le palais des Danaides que je caresse de ma
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langue sans penser que le jour de Dieu est arriv£ musique
en tete des petites filles qui pleurent de la grains et
qu'on remarque sans les voir pleurer par la main des graces
sur la fenetre du quatri&me a r6s£da du chat que la fronde
prit a revers et de jour de fete." (IC 42)

In this opening "sentence" the "subject" restricts himself to

recognized words, makes proper use of the subjunctive, throws in

a Classical allusion, even indulges in a little word-play by

exploiting the homonymy of "palais"; but afterwards he starts in¬

venting words and sounds, gradually integrating his neologisms

more and more into the discourse, until finally the invented words

take over completely:

"Oradar-gacirog vrailim... u feaxva drer kurmaca ribag nic
javli." (IC 49)

So although the first part of this fifth text is not too unlike the

orthodox automatic text and indeed has some slight poetic appeal

and interest, as the "dementia praecox" becomes more acute, the

discourse relapses into mumbo-jumbo, which, for the Surrealists,

could have no poetic potential, since there is no longer any fusion

of reason and unreason. At the end the latter is the only element

present.^" Although by that stage language is liberated completely

1. Of course, the Lettristes have claimed that such mumbo-jumbo can
stand as poetry. The language of Franqois Dufrene's Danse de
lutin, of which the first two stanzas are quoted below, bears
considerable resemblance to that of the final sentences of the
"Essai de simulation de la d^mence prdcoce", though it is put
into verse-form, and the rhythm, alliteration and assonance
play an important role:

Dolce"; dolce.
Yaase folce,
Dolce, dolce,
Yoli, deline

II

Yulce, Yulce,
Youdouli dulce,
Yulce, yulce,
Kzill odaline."

(In Rousselot, J., Les Nouveaux Pontes Francais, Paris: Seghers,
1962, p.113.)
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from the task of communication and the poet is employing words

which are freed completely from any meaning by virtue of the

simple fact that the words are not to be found in any dictionary

of the French language, thereby seemingly accomplishing the aim

Breton announced in Les mot3 sans rides, one has the impression

that this is not really what Breton desired. His continued insis¬

tence on the need to resolve antinomies would suggest that he would

settle for some intermediary stage in the process of freeing

language from the need to communicate, perhaps not even as far

removed from the level of pure communication as the stage reached

in the two previous texts, the "essai de simulation de la paraly-

sie g£n£rale" and the "essai de simulation du d^lire d'interpre¬

tation", which are of some poetic potential and interest, because

of their humour, word-play and juxtaposition of "distant realities".

G. "Les Mediations"

The next section of the book is a collection of texts in¬

spired by the following titles: La force de 1'habitude, La surprise,

II n'y a rien d'incomprehensible, Le sentiment de la nature,

L1amour, L'idee du devenir.

The first one is regarded by Browder as "a poetic essay on

the emptiness of daily life"."'' It is merely an orthodox Surrealist

text, combining simple facts which are closely related to the given

theme with more poetic, more fanciful phrases. The tone is set by

the opening lines:

"La table est mise dans la salle a manger; les robinets
distribuent l'eau claire, l'eau tendre, l'eau temp3r£e,
l'eau parfum^e. Le lit est aussi grand pour deux que pour
un. Apr&s le bourgeon va venir la feuille et apr&s la feuille
la fleur et aprSs la pluie le beau temps." (IC 53)

1. Andr£ Breton, Arbiter of Surrealism, p.84.



Most of the various types of surrealist images are to be found in

this text: images merging the abstract and the concrete, images

based on "d£paysement" and on word-play, humorous images.

The very title of the second text, La surprise (of course,

one of the major themes and qualities of ourrealism, as of Apolli-

naire's poetry), is sufficient excuse for the poets to run riot

and produce a host of fine surrealist images:

"SiL'hydre h tete de femmes se tenait bien dans une pose
nonchalante aux terrasses des caf^s, il faut avouer que, par
contre, en regardant tous les soirs sous les meubles, on n'a
gubre r^ussi h ^changer quelques mots qu'avec das bonshommes
de poussibre. On a pu voir en bcrivant sa propre tete h
travers le porte-pluma, entendre le bruit du chemin de fer
en secouant des pavots, toucher du doigt l'btoile de sa
pierre tombale, on n'est pas parvenu & garder dans la main
un poignard d'eau, ne fut-ce que povir bgorger son sosie en
gouttes d'eau." (IC 57)

Possibly one of the two poets remembers Apollinaire's allusion to

the Lernaean hydra in La viotoire, but this image, as the allusion

is to "l'hydre A tete de femmes", may simply be suggested by the

sight of a number of women sitting in a cafb, with only their

heads and shoulders visible behind the mass of tables. The image

of the "bonshorames de poussi&re", though very pejorative, is none¬

theless loaded with suggestion, evoking clearly the contrast bet¬

ween the dreariness of the men and the part-monstrous, part-

fabulous attraction of the women. Furthermore, the subsidiary con

trast between the adverbial phrases of place, "sous les meubles"

and "aux terrasses des cafSs", brings out the qualities of the

latter as locations where "something might happen", where there

could be a fascinating, life-changing encounter. Then, at the end

of the extract, the pen-holder acts as a mirror, reflecting images

and possibly explains the reference to one's double in the final

words where there appears to be an elaboration of the old saying,
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"lis se ressemblent comme deux gouttes d'eau".

II n'y a rien d'incomprehensible, though still a very poetic

text, remains close to its central thread. Its main feature is

introduced right at the starts

"Quelle attraction a done reuni au fond de ce gotiffre, h
mille metres au-dessous du niveau de la mer, quelques-uns
des plus grands criminels de notre temps?" (IC 60)

The stars are then assembled and presented to the reader, but their

names, though mysterious, have a stylized quality:

"Dans le calme des nuits la Brinvilliers ressuscite ses

poisons perdus avec cette grace r6fl£chie qui lui permet
une interpretation juste et vraie de la pensde arsenicale.
Vacher £voque la beaute des prostitutes amoureuses, Haarmann
mange, Soleilland joue, Troppmann rit, tout un terrain vague
dans les yeux." (IC 6l)

The central character turns out to be Soleilland, who is somewhat

reminiscent of Lautrtamont's hero, handsome and almost superhuman,

"un jeune homme ctltbre dans les profondeurs de la vie et qui

connait la gloire parce qu'il n'a pas connu le coeur des autres."

(IC 63) In the portrayal of this character there are hints of the

"occultation" of Surrealism Breton demands in the Second Manifeste,

published in the same year, for Soleilland, whose very name is

symbolical, knows the secrets of the arcana.

II n'y a rien d'incomprehensible is indeed extremely coher¬

ent for a Surrealist text and could well form the basis for a

Surrealist film scenario, though it lacks action and appears to be

little more than an introduction.

Le sentiment de la nature is a more fantastic Surrealist

"essay", by and large related to its title-theme, but very liberally

sprinkled with typical surrealist imagery:

"Sous les arbres, & pleines mains, l'odeur de linge bruie
des vieux rosiers garnit les caves de l'automne. Le coeur
de la dame du lac a £t£ perford par un lizard. II est dans
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I'aurore jusqu'au coeur. II y a 3ous roche un tel mouvement
d'dtoiles grandes et terriblea que la vie est en lambeaux.
St l'dcho rSpond: Ici, il y a un cadavre.

Peu 5. peu, le cadavre se farde " (IC 65)

In this brief extract one finds visual and olfactory hallucinati¬

ons, fusion of the abstraot and the concrete, negation of an ele¬

mentary physical property in the resuscitation of a corpse, and

the exploitation and literal interpretation of the idiomatic

locutions "II y a quelqua chose sous roche", no doubt a conse¬

quence of the previous reference to "un lizard". Moreover, the

words attributed to the echo make one see behind them the nymph of

mythology, and this helps to endow the text with a pleasing extra

dimension.

Its title provokes Eluard to introduce the character

"l'ennemi de la nature", but Breton quickly jettisons him, and to¬

wards the end Breton gives a strange Surrealist recipe:

"Apr&s le sang vient le noir de la gloire: vous prenez un
livre blanc, vous le nettoyez, vous le plongez feuille &
feuille quelques minutes dans un melange pateux formd de
500 grammes de fumier de raouton, vine pinc4e de sel de
cuisine, un verre de vinaigre auquel vous ajoutez 200 grammes
de poudre de baies de sureau, et vous signez." (IG 69-70)

This recipe, however, suggests not the figure of a chef but a sor¬

cerer or an alchemist of old, and this helps the reader to see the

imagery it contains as a kind of verbal alchemy, an interpretation

possibly reinforced by the allusion to the signature at the end.

L'Amour is perhaps the most interesting text in Les Media¬

tions. for after its initial reflection on love, the reciprocal

love of a man and a woman, the sole form of love Breton acknowled¬

ges, the two authors compile a humorous and poetic list of the

postures of love, after the fashion of the Kama-intra. Number 12

is a typical example:
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"Lorsque la femme, reposant sur le dos, l&ve les cuisses
verticalement, c'est l'oiseau-lyre." (iC 73)

L'idde du devenlr is once again a fairly orthodox automatic

text, though it does begin and end with allusions to its title-

theme .

D. "Le Jugement original"

This final section of the book consists of a series of

Surrealist "aphorisms", reminiscent in their form of the kind of

sentence produced by the "jeu du cadavre exquis" and of the

152 proverbes (mis au gout du .jour) written in collaboration in

1925 by Eluard and Pdret. A number of them rely on apparent contra¬

diction, others on simple word-play, others give snippets of rather

gratuitous advice.

* » •» * * #*#**#*#

The most important part of L'lmmacul^e Conception remains,

however, the attempt to simulate the kind of disccurse uttered by

sufferers from certain mental disorders. The simulation of the

paranoiac condition, delusion of interpretation, is of considerable

interest for the poet, for it raises the fundamental question of

the metaphor and offers a method of obtaining new metaphors, or so

it seems. The texts produced by Breton and Eluard by means of the

simulation of both this form of insanity and also the condition of

general paralysis, with it3 extremely lyrical quality, appear to

have some poetic potential, but the two men never repeat this ex¬

periment. Presumably they felt that they had made their point.

Lucien 3ch£ler, in his preface to the Pl4iade edition of

the complete works of Eluard, claims!
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"G'est ainsi que dans L'lmmacul^e Conception s'exalt&rent
les floraisons et les anamorphoses d'dtats d'ame provoqu^s,
d'inconscients perturbds dont le caract&re d'authenticity
permet & d'aucuns de conclure qu'entre un indivldu normal
(ou consid^rd comme tel) et un individu anormal (ou consid^rd
comme tel) n'existait aucune difference essentielle puisque
les deux expdrimentateurs dtaient, du moins en apparence,
parvenus & temporairement s'identifier & des insensds."!

He admits on the other hand that Breton in Point du Jour opposed

such a deduction in the following terms:

"Quant h dprouver chemin faisant les dtats de conscience
correspondents, nous n'y prdtendions pas. L'intdret prin¬
cipal de l'expdrience tenait au fait qu'interrogds nous
eussions sans doute pu fournir, partant des textes ainsi
obtenus, des dclaircissements originaux sur le mdcanisme
de certaines altdrations graphiques qu'on y reldve et dont
la psychiatrie, toujours hypnotisde par le contenu manifeste
des dlucubrations de malades, n'a gudre entrepris jusqu'S. ce
jour que le classement." (PJ 97)

Breton is at pains to stress the scientific aspect of the experi¬

ment he and Eluard conducted. Nonetheless, he cannot hide its

importance for poetry; he believed that the poet can make a

2
special contribution to the study of certain mental illnesses.

#■*♦*»****#**»*

Though the texts of Les Possessions have their scientific

aspect, both L'Immaculde Conception and Ralentir Travaux prepare

Breton for the writing of further series of poems in the early

1930's. He could not fail to profit from the experience of writing

alongside Char and Eluard, the latter in particular. Furthermore,

the predetermining of titles in L'lmmacuiye Conception and the

considerable revision or correction of the poems of Ralentir Travaux

influence Breton in the next poems he writes by himself. He has

1. op.cit., t. 1, p. xxxix.
2. Since the publication of Nad.ja in 1928 Breton had been waging a

private war on professional psychiatrists over what he regarded
as the inadequacy of some of their methods of treating the
mentally ill.
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by 1930 begun to question the use certain of his associates had

made of automatic writing and was himself prepared to employ it

a little more judiciously than he had done hitherto. As soon as

Breton reverts to automatic writing, the flood of arbitrary, sur¬

realist images returns. The surrealist image was still regarded

by Breton as the basis of his poetics and continued to occupy the

dominant position in his next poems. Yet despite this, one begins

to feel more and more that Breton was exploring by means of those

images the process of analogy, by exploiting, albeit in a very

personal fashion, unusual analogies of qualities, and was attemp¬

ting also to create new forms of symbolism, to weave new symbolic

meanings from certain words, both commonplace and specialized.
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CHAPTER SIX

"L'UNION LIBRE", "IE REVOLVER A CHEYEUX BLANCS" ."VIOLETTE NGSISRSS"

This chapter covers what one might regard as the next phase

in Breton's evolution as a poet and it is the nature of this

evolution we intend to examine in each of the three sections. The

poems in question are the ones published in the form of a recueil

or as brochures in the period from 1931 to 1933» and although

L'Air de l'Sau came out in the following year, we are not consider¬

ing it with these earlier works» because its source of inspiration,

mood and subject-matter are quite different.

"L'Union libre" (1931)

L'Union libra is widely regarded as one of Breton's finest

poems? it is referred to as a "litanie" by L.-G. Gros, who sees it

as the triumph of the arbitrary image,^ whilst Clifford Browder
2

describes it as a "love litany".

It is written, like most of the poems of Le ieevolver a

cheveux blancs, in the period between the end of Breton's first

marriage and his encounter with Jacqueline Lamba. Despite the con¬

tinual reference to "ma femme" in L'Union libre, the title of the

poem suggests that it was not inspired by Breton's first wife,

dimone. In her detailed study of the poem,^ Christine ?/.artineau-

Cenieys claims that the inspiration was Suzanne Musard.^ Anna

1. Pontes contemporains (2e sgrie), p. 18 ff.
2. Andrd Breton, Arbiter of Surrealism, p.158.
3. Autour des images et de 1'drotique surrdali3tes: "L'Union libre".

Etude et synthase, in Reflexions et Recherches de Nouvelle
critique, Nice: Annales de la Faculty des Lettres et Sciences
Huraaines de Nice (Coll. 'Les Belles Lettres'), No.8, 2e tri-
raestre, 1969, pp.171-186.

4. In his Rdvolutionnaires sans Revolution (Parisi Edns Robert
Laffont, 1972, passim) Andr6 Thirion refers to the woman with
whom Breton lived at that time either as Suzanne I or as

Suzanne Berl.
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Balakian, however, mentions another interesting view of L1Union

libre:

the poem could refer to the essence of woman, in a
universalized sense, as indeed both Jacqueline and Elisa say
that Breton told them it was. To Elisa, his third wife, he
said that when he wrote 'L'Union libre', he was as heart-free
as he had ever been in his life, and that is why he could
crystallize his notion of love, identifying it not with an
abstract ideal of woman but making a synthesis of her power
and her beauty. In the second context as the eternal Eve,
ma femme has an intimacy and power of generalization that
are impossible to translate into another language, and gives
the title 'L'Union libre' a much broader meaning as the free
association of images indicates." 1

Basically L'Union libre is an inventory, a "blason" of

parts of the woman's body, even though Christine Martineau-Genieys

points out, quite correctly, that there are two persons present in

the poemj but from this rather hackneyed starting-point Breton

creates little groups of images, now startling and gratuitous, now

transparent and frank. The constant movement from the arbitrary

to the obvious is well illustrated by the first three lines, which

are a microcosm of the whole poem:

"Ma femme 5. la chevelure de feu de bois
Aux pensdes d'Eclair de chaleur
A la taille de sablier". (CT 93)

The unusual images of the woodfire hair, with its pleasant olfac¬

tory connotations, as well as the visual, tactile and symbolic

ones perceived by Martineau-Genieys, and the heat-flash thoughts

are counterbalanced by the dead metaphor of line 3. The cliche,

"taille de sablier", is quickly reinforced, however, by the fine

visual image of the next line,

"Ma femme h. la taille de loutre entre les dents du tigre".

The litheness of the slim figure and also the ecstatic pain of

1. Balakian, A., Andrd Breton, pp.139-140.



woman in the act of physical love are admirably suggested by the

image of the otter, caught in a tiger's mouth. Yet even in the

cliche, the "taille de sablier", there is the possibility that

its implicit allusion to the passing of time is really relevant

here, making Breton aware of the temporary nature of the relation¬

ship and giving the image a new poignancy.

The poet's eyes and mind are then diverted to the woman's

mouth, her teeth, her tongue:

"Ma fenme & la langue d'hostie poignard^e
A la langue de poup£e qui ouvre et ferme les yeux
A la langue de pierre inoroyable". (ibid.)

The image of the stabbed host calls to mind Nadja's comments on a

kiss Breton gave her:

"C'est, m'explique-t-elle, que ce baiser la laisse sous
1'impression de quelque chose de sacr£, o& ses dents
'tenaient lieu d'hostie'." (N 107)

Breton himself presumably remembers these words, as he seeks to

evoke Suzanne's kisses.

In the poem Breton moves on to the woman's eyelashes, her

eyebrows, her temples and the sparkling image her bared shoulders

suggest:

"Ma fenme aux dpaules de champagne
ht de fontaine k tetes de dauphins sous la glace". (CT 93)

Her matchstick wrists, her fingers of chance and the ace of hearts

her fingers of new-mown hay, her arm-pits of marten and beechnut

and Midsummer Night, of privet and wentletrap nests, her sluice¬

gate arras of meerschaum and of the mixture of wheat and the mill

form the next sequence} then her legs, her calves and her feet.

Breton's gaze sweeps upwards again to her neck, her throat, her

breasts:
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"Ma femme au cou d'orge imperii
Ma femme a la gorge de Val d'or
De rendez-vous dans le lit meme du torrent
Aux seins de nuit
Ma femrae aux seins de taupini&re marine
Ma femme aux seins de creuset du rubis
Aux seins de spectre de la rose sous la rosde". (CT 94)

The principle at work here is the juxtaposition of distant reali¬

ties, the form of the images is the genitival metaphor; yet such

considerations are forgotten, as the images immediately take on a

naturalness and a Tightness. Though Christine Martineau-Genieys

sees "une rythmique de la caresse" (op. cit., p.176), there is in

this last sequence a clue to the real secret of the poem's rhyth¬

mic structure and the verbal alchemy: as the man and woman engage

in their love-play, so do the words of the poem make love in the

way Breton had advocated in Les mots sans rides; the sounds of

"au cou d'orge imperii" undergo a slight metamorphosis to become

"a la gorge de Val d'or", those of "aux seins de creuset du rubis"

blend almost imperceptibly into "aux seins de spectre de la rose

sous la ros£e", and in their subtle transitions Breton succeeds in

painting discreetly the clear carnation of his lover's skin.

A similar process is at work in the next line, where the

phrase, "au ventre de d£pliement", opens out fittingly and is com¬

pleted by the words "d'gventail des jours". A further example is

found a few lines later, in the bonds of sound between "de pierre

roul£e" and "de craie mouillde", which recalls the "aphorisms" of

Arose P^lavy. An attraction, almost magnetic in its force, seems

to explain the presence of the word "dos" in line 49» "Ma femme

aux fesses de dos de cygne", where still re-echoes the earlier

"Ma femme au dos d'oiseau" (l. 39).

Having evoked her belly, her back, the nape of her neck,
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her hips, her smooth bottom, Breton moves on to the penultimate

sequence, which is curiously lacking in eroticisms

"Au sexe de glaleul
Ma femme au sexe de placer et d'ornithorynque
Ma femme au sexe d'algue et de bonbons anciens
Ma femme au sexe de miroir". (CT 94-95)

Christine Martineaji-Genieys insists on the blasphematory nature of

the image of the gladiolus she refers to as "une sorte de lys

rouge", but it is perhaps the shape of the flower rather than the

colour (not always red) that Breton is thinking of here, and in

any case this image makes one almost as aware of the male as of

the female. The image of the mirror, though it at first serves to

evoke the quality of smoothness, directs Breton back to the organs

of sight, implicitly present from the outset, but now at last

evoked explicitly; the eyes, as we have seen, are usually the first

things which attract Breton in a woman. The first image in this

sequence is simple, prosaic even; but it is succeeded by others of

ever-increasing marvels, culminating in the remarkable combination

of the four elements in the final line:

"Ma femme aux yeux pleins de larmes
Aux yeux de panoplie violette et d'aiguille aimantde
Ma femme aux yeux de savane
Ma femme aux yeux d'eau pour boire en prison
Ma femme aux yeux de bois toujours sous la hache
Aux yeux de niveau d'eau d'air de terre et de feu". (CT 95)

Woman is the mediatrix between Man and the universe; through

her the Surrealist poet becomes aware of the world around him. In

turn, as in this poem, Breton integrates the woman he loves with

the elements of the universe, with the earth's minerals and plants,

with the birds of the air, with the creatures of the sea, with

1and-animals.
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Anna Balakian explains how she thinks one must approach

this poem:

"The reader of the poem must remember Breton's concept of
the analogy: the parts of the metaphor that seem so distant
from each other actually lose their antinomy when we think
of them from the point of view not of form, but of function,
which is the basis of the association. The poem does not
present a photographic picture of the woman but conveys the
power she exercises on the poets " 1

Yet the reader instinctively visualizes the images, as is always

the case with Surrealist poetry; he sees the otter in the tiger's

teeth, but he sees much more than that. He sees a new vision of

woman, he appreciates a new reaction to her beatxty. He forgets

for a while the manifest tenor of the images and thinks instead

of the multiple and fresh associations the vehicles suggest: the

fragrant, gentle wisps of smoke rising in silence from the wood-

fire and evoking the softness and the sweetness of a woman's hair:

the savannah eyes lead to thoughts of far-off lands where men and

women can roam free like the wild beasts stalking through the

grass. Love is the source of manifold sensations, each new affair

brings new experiences to all men; and it is this that Breton

wishes to express; the purpose of his images is to capture or

suggest these multiple sensations and experiences, the banal and

the stupendous, the gentle and the savage, the fresh and the fami¬

liar, the eternal and the momentary. Hence he takes his motifs

from myriad domains: astronomy, zoology, geography, botany, geology,

chemistry; the home, school and shops; swallows' nests, stars of

the greatest magnitude, elder pith, white peacock feathers, moist

chalk, marine molehills and drinking Java-sparrows. Love seems

all-embracing, connected with everything, pervading the four ele-

1. Balakian, A., Andr£ Breton, p.140.
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merits; and woman makes it so. The universe takes on form in

relation to Her and is defined in terms of Her, as She is defined

in terms of the universe in this poem.

Although Anna Balakian mentions that the eyes are for the

occultists the visible evidence of the ignited nature of the

human organism)discusses Breton's use of the preposition die in

this poem with reference to the ancient alchemic notion of "one

in the other" or the rebus, and sees that the enumeration of the

four elements in the last line gives us the key to the alchemic

nature of the poem,''' it is rather strange, given her preoccupation

with discovering hermetic motifs in Breton's writings, that she

does not cite the other instances of their presence in L'Union

libre. The title itself could indicate that Breton has in mind

the alchemists'notion of the free union of two autonomous prin¬

ciples; moreover, the allusion to the profanation of the host in

the evocation of the tongue, to the bunches of keys in the se¬

quence devoted to the feet, to the crucible, to quicksilver, the

use of symbolic words, "dcume de mer", found in early alchemical
2

and chemical texts, all indicate that this poem has this extra

layer of hermeticism. The free union of man and woman is depicted

against the backcloth of the principle of "free union" found in

occultist doctrines.

As far as the form of the imagery is concerned, in addition

to the use of the preposition "de" to link the tenor and vehicle in

1. Perhaps Anna Balakian should have pointed out that the four
elements constitute the alchemist's "Quaternary".

2. v. Le R.P. Pestugi&re, La R^vdlation d'Herm&s Trismdgiste, I.
L'Astrologie et les Sciences occultes, Paris: Librairie
Lecoffre, J. Gabalda et Cie., 1944» p.220.
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the metaphors, Breton employs throughout the poem the Homeric

epithet, as all the above quotations from L'Union libre clearly

reveal. This gives the poem an expansive, leisured tonality which

makes one feel that the couple have all the time in the world just

for each other, all the time in the world to explore each other,

to make constantly fresh discoveries, which the surprise juxta¬

positions with the epithets express. The images are different

from the ones where the two terms are connected by means of the

preposition which Breton discusses in L'Amour fou with refer¬

ence to Raymond Toussel (cf. supra, pp.264-265). In L'Union Libre

it is not a question of linking "n'importe quel substantif" to

"n'importe quel autre", but rather of introducing the different

parts of the woman's body prior to their evocation in the images

proper.

1'Union libre is a great and beautiful poem, combining the

wonders of automatism with more judiciously selected images - or

perhaps superb transparent images thrown up by the subconscious

voice. The coherence of a text such as II n'y a rien d'incompre¬

hensible in L'lmmaculge Conception is retained for a major poem.

L'Union libre has a firm structure - there is a fairly rational

progression in the order of the groups of images - but to this is

added the more arbitrary component, the images themselves. It is

a poem which illustrates how the bizarre, exotic or wonderful

fruits of the surreal can be grafted on to the sturdier stock of

reason.

For a while this lesson appears to be forgotten by Breton,

for a number of the new poems in Le revolver & cheuveux blancs are

more reminiscent of those of Clair de Terre, but this is not
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really surprising, for some, in fact, were written in the 1920's.

Nonetheless, the new recueil does contain some interesting devel¬

opments, especially in the field of imagery.

"Le revolver 5. cheveux blancs" (1932)

At first sight Le revolver &. cheveux blancs confirms the

belief that Breton by the time he wrote the important poems of

Glair de Terre had discovered the basic technique and style he was

to employ for the rest of his career, and most of the images

appear to fall into one or more of the various categories Breton

listed in the first Manifeste. On closer examination, however,

one finds that although the initial impression i3 by and large a

correct one, the new poems of Le revolver & cheveux blancs reveal

an evolution in Breton's poetics. This section seeks to bring out

this evolution and to relate it to developments in Breton's life

and prose-writings since the middle of the 1920*s.

Le revolver 5. cheveux blancs begins with a very important

prologue, entitled II n'y aura une fois, which opens with the

statements

"Imagination n'est pas don mais par excellence objet de
conquete." (CT 99)

This remark heralds a new phrase in Breton's poetics, if not

in his way of life. Though ever since the end of the First World

War he had made himself completely "disponible" in his habits, al¬

ways prepared for the chance encounter, for new adventures, there

is now the implication that he must do likewise in his poetics:

inspiration must be supported by the poet creating situations con¬

ducive to its flowering. This concept is expressed implicitly by

means of concrete examples in II y aura une fois.
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First of all, however, Breton quotes a question asked by

Huysmans in En rade;^
"Oft, dans quel temps, sous quelles latitudes, dans quels
parages pouvait bien se lever ce palais immense, avec ses
coupoles £lancdes dans la rue, ses colonnes phalliques, ses
piliers dmerg£s d'un pavd miroitant et dur?" (CT 99)

Having examined this question, Breton reaffirms the faith he places

in the imagination, ending the section on the prophetic note,

"L'imaginaire est ce qui tend 3 devenir rdel." (CT 100)

Marc Eigeldinger discusses this definition in his important essay,

L'Art de bruler la chandelle par les deux bouts:

"Le rdel absolu, au sens o3 l'entend le surrdalisme, ne
saurait se confondre avec le donn£ matdriel et le module
extdrieur, objets de I'esthdtique naturaliste, il s'identifie
avec le possible. La fonction de 1*imagination consiste &
douer de rdalitd les apparences, 3 approfondir le rdel, a
pdndtrer intuitivement au coeur du possible, afin de rendre
compte des revdlations implicites qu'il contient." ^

In a footnote he shows how Breton and Baudelaire are in accord on

this subject, for both poets recognize the primacy of the imagin¬

ation over the other faculties, and on the specific point Eigel-

dinger makes, he quotes the Salon de 1859 which defines thus the

role of the imagination:

"L*imagination est la reine du vrai, et le possible est une
des provinces du vrai. Kile est positivement apparentd
avec l'infini." 3

Breton in the next part of II y aura une fois proceeds to

follow his own advice. He reveals his wish to buy a property in

the vicinity of Paris and gives a brief description of his dream-

1. Huysmans was one of the writers Breton discovered while still at
school, thanks to his teacher, Albert Keim (v. Breton, A.,
Podsie et autre, p.10).

2. Andrd Breton, Essais et T&noignages, p.180.
3. ibid., note 2.
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house. It turns out to be another of the chateaux which appear

so frequently in his works. The idea of "d^paysement" is mention¬

ed specifically, when Breton states his preference for the post-

house style. He proposes to install in the house a number of

girls and young women, chosen either for their beauty or for

"l'dtranget£ de leur esprit", or to take part in spiritualist

stances. Hather surprisingly, perhaps, Breton imposes a ban on

love-making within the confines of the park. (Possibly it is just

promiscuity Breton wishes to oppose here).

At last he divulges his true motive for desiring such a

property:

"Je r^pfete qu'en £crivant ces lignes, je fais momentan£ment
abstraction de tout autre point de vue que le point de vue
po£tique, ce qui ne veut pas dire que j'accepte le moins du
monde de passer pour me ddbattre dans l'utopie. Je me borne
£. indiquer une source de mouvements curieux, en grande
partie impr^visibles, source qui, si l'on consentait une
premiere fois suivre sa pente - et je gage qu'on l'acceptera
- serait, S. £branler des monts et ues monts d'ennui, la
promesse d'un magnifique torrent." (CT 104-105)

Breton is urging the poet to take the plunge and venture into the

rich and unexplored domains of the imagination, as he himself

takes the plunge:

"3'il osait s'aventurer, seul ou presque, sur les terres
foudroydes du hasard? 3i 1'esprit d£sembrum£ de ces contes
qui, enfants, faisaient nos d^lices tout en commenqant dans
nos coeurs A creuser la deception, cet- homme se risquait 5.
arracher sa proie de mystSre au pa3s£? Ji ce poSte voulait
p£n£trer lui-meme dans l'Antre? S'il'^tait, lui, vraiment
r£solu a n'ouvrir la bouche que pour dire: 'II y aura une
fois •?" (CT 105)

With the use and the help of the imagination the poet will be able

to enter a new wonderland, as rich in treasures and marvels as any

in children's fairy-tales. It is on this note that Breton intro¬

duces the poems of Le revolver a cheveux blancs: if he has truly
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practised what he preaches, these poems should set the seal on the

triumph of the imagination. The fact that Le revolver 5. cheveux

blancs is the sole recueil to possess a preface of this particular

kind should he sufficient indication of the importance of II y

aura une fois. The chateau, like Huysman/s palace, like Facteur

Cheval's Palais Id4al, which is the subject of one of the poems,

is a symbol of desire, an image of the triumph of the poet's

imagination. When one recalls that Le revolver 5. cheveux blancs

was the first recueil published by Breton after the Second Mani-

feste and that there he linked explicitly the triumph of the

imagination with the philosopher's stone (cf. supra, p.156), one

can perhaps deduce that these new poems are further experiments

in verbal alchemy and even that this is perhaps the collection's

underlying theme. Y/ords will be alloyed together like base

metals and perhaps an ounce or two of the pure gold of lyricism

will be extracted and refined.

***************

The intriguing title of this recueil is itself a fine

example of a visual surrealist image, if it is interpreted liter¬

ally. It may be an allusion to a fired gun, with the wisps of

smoke suggesting white hair. If so, this title may evoke a

suicide attempt, or else Breton's famous example of the simplest

Surrealist act, taking a loaded revolver out into the street and

firing indiscriminately into the crowd. Roger Garaudy, trying

to explain this image, implies that Breton was haunted by a couple

of memories:

"Evoquant les applications du surr£alisme & 1'action, Breton,
hant4 sans doute par le souvenir de Jarry pour qui le maniement
du revolver 4tait le jeu favori, et plus encore par le souvenir
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de Jacques Vach£ et de son irruption au theatre, l'arme au
poing, le soir de la gdn^rale des Mamelles de Tir£sias,
formule cet autre axiome " 1

The most interesting and probably the most accurate explanation of

Breton's new title is the one given by Anna Balakian:

"It could easily be dismissed as a marvelously successful
case of automatic writing, and it may indeed have come to
Breton spontaneously. On the other hand, his friends
mention that he chose his titles very carefully and signi¬
ficantly. Revolver could refer to the pure Surrealist act
mentioned in the Second Manifeste - the work of intense

protest. Cheveux blanes could refer to the White Work in
the evolution of the Great 'Work. The emblem of the White
Work was the crescent moon, and its light was likened in
its shimmering to white hair; the 'white' stage of the
Great Work represented the work of youth, imperfect but
more available than the subsequent stages of the Great
Work, Thus in a sense, Breton's title could be said to
combine protest and magic, and the half-open door of
revelation." 2

If one judges from the internal evidence afforded by Le

revolver 5. cheveux blancs, however, the idea of a suicide attempt

does not appear to be altogether misplaced, for the predominant

overt theme of the recueil seems, in fact, to be death.

The recueil proper opens on an ominous note, with a poem

clearly inspired by the theme of death, which is mentioned even in

its title, La mort rose, but the last journey, the journey unto

death, with which the poem starts, is accomplished within a very

surreal cadres the ship will be guided by winged octopuses. Mary

Ann Caws here puts the emphasis on the theme of the journey and

reads the "pieuvres ail^es" as an echo of Le Bateau ivre,^ which

she hears reverberating in the allusion to a letter "de petites

dimensions" in the poem Derni&re lev£e. This latter point is

1. L'ltin^raire d'Aragon, ParisJ Gallimard, I96I, p.119.
2. Andr£ Breton, p.132.
3. Caws, M.A., Andr£ Breton, pp.99-101.
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haps he seen as embodiments of death, apocalyptic beasts parti¬

cularly as the figurative meaning of "pieuvre" is "personne in¬

satiable dans sea exigences, qui ne lache jamais sa proie"

(Robert); or else their role as guides may be explained by a

possible connection in form between the tentacles of the octo¬

puses and the points of a compass.

The opening tableau is followed by further images of death

and oblivion: the unique vigil after which one feels the black

and white sun rise into one's hair, comets striking down forests,

the dissolution into indivisible love. The poet envisages the

moments immediately prior to death, his last thoughts, the last

things he notices:

"Avant qu'il fasse compl&tement nuit tu observeras
La grande pause de 1'argent
our un pecher en fleur apparaitront les mains
Qui dcrivirent ces vers et qui seront des fuseaux d'argent
Elles aussi et aussi des hirondelles d'argent sur le radtier

de la pluie". (CT 106)

These superb images, in which the colour silver predominates,

evoke perhaps the dazzling flashes of insight the poet expects to

experience in the halfway house 'twixt life and death. The image

of the spinning-frame calls to mind the myth of the Fates spinning

and finally snapping the thread of man's life, but delicate and

intricate ramifications of this image give ground before a series

of cosmic images:

"Tu verras 1'horizon s'entrouvrir et e'en sera fini tout &
coup du baiser de l'aspace

Mais la peur n'existera ddja plus et les carreaux du ciel
et de la mer

Voleront au vent plus fort que nous." (CT 106-107)

The verb "entrouvrir", employed previously in L'Aigrette, helps

to evoke the theme of new and sudden revelation and is a modifi-
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cation of the stock idea of "suddenly lifting the veil." In the

poet's vision elements are fused together, distinctions between

them become meaningless.

The poet thinks of the effect his death would have on his

beloved and imagines her reactions, the quivering of her voice,

when she hears the sad news. He knows, however, that their love

will soon be forgotten:

"Mais les noms des amants seront oubli£s
Comme l'adonide goutte de sang
Dans la lumi&re folle
Demain tu mentiras a ta propre jeunesse
A ta grande jeunesse luciole". (CT 107)

The name of the flower, a variety of anemone, recalls the legend,

told by Ovid in his Metamorphoses, of Venus making a deep red

blossom spring up from the blood of Adonis; and, of course, it

reinforces the theme of death.

At the end of the poem Breton feels that he will return

after death to haunt his lover's dreams. There is a hint that

she could even join him; in the final lines there is the possible

implication that she could put an end to her life:

"Lt dans le train fait de tortues de glace
Tu n'auras pas a tirer le signal d'alarme
Tu arriveras seule sur cette plage perdue
Oil ime dtoile descendra sur tes bagages de sable". (CT 108)

This poem captures the tone, though not the form, of Baude¬

laire's beautiful sonnet, written to the same subject, La mort des

amants. Breton's treatment of the theme is much more complex and

much more subtle, relying on pure suggestion rather than on expli¬

cit statement, and built around splendidly original images and

associations. The beauty of the poem becomes a triumph over death

and a triumph over the despair which gave rise to thoughts of

death, so that one is tempted to recall Baudelaire's famous concept
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of "l'alchimie de la douleur".

The next poem, Non-lieu, is set in a kind of limbo, where

the poet resides after death: significantly, the bird he sees there

is an ibis. The name of a cabaret Breton claims to have entered on

the previous day is likewise significant, for it was called "A la

rage de Dieu". Yet the poem pulsates with life and movement, as in

the persuasive lines 13-15«

"Prenez ces roses qui grimpent au puits des miroirs
Prenez les batteraents de tous les cils
Prenez jusqu'aux fils qui soutiennent les pas des danseurs

de corde et des gouttes d'eau". (CT 109)

We are in the presence of a convulsive beauty, where the natural

embraces the man-made (l. 13) and the dynamic is suspended in mid¬

air (l. 15); and the device of repetition brings not just the

effect of persuasion but also that of lyricism. Elsewhere in this

poem, women drive chariots across meadows; "les roues du reve

charment les splendides orni&res/Qui se Invent tr£s haut sur les

coquilles de leurs robes"; through a window Breton watches men in

cocked hats walk by; and the lyricism is sustained by the alliter¬

ative "Pareils aux pluies que j'aimais". The balance, referred to

explicitly in a number of ways, becomes a stylistic feature in the

repeated line "Art des jours art des nuits" and in the last two

lines,

"Jamais le ciel toujours le silence
Jamais la liberty que pour la liberty".

Still exploring the theme of death, the title of the prose-

poem Le verbe etre is presumably inspired by Hamlet's famous soli¬

loquy, as he weighs up the respective merits of living and dying,

and tries to choose between them. The leitmotif of this poem is

the obsessive phrase, which keeps recurring, "Je connais le
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ddsespoir dans ses grandes lignes." Breton in this poem attempts

to define despair; he does so first of all in a negative way:

"Le d^sespoir n'a pas d'ailes, il ne se tient pas n^cessaire-
ment & une table desservie 3ur une terrasse, le soir, au bord
de la mer " (CT 119)

When he comes to his more positive evocations of despair, they are,

as one might expect by now, somewhat arbitrary:

"Une forme tr&s petite, d£limitde par des bijoux de chaveux.
C'est le d^sespoir. Un collier de perles pour lequel on ne
saurait trouver de fermoir et dont 1*existence ne tient pas
meme & un fil, voila le d^sespoir " (ibid.)

Life has gone off the rails; Breton seeks a solution and cannot

find one; solitude reigns. Yet, as was often the case in Breton's

life, despair, boredom and solitude can lead to surprising dis¬

coveries; and the stranger images of this poem exemplify this pheno¬

menon. Though the individual images may be sometimes hermetic, the

constant repetition of the dominant phrase makes Breton produce a

sustained and fairly coherent poem. The repetitive nature of the

poem is counterbalanced, however,by the characteristic twist Breton

gives to the leitmotif at the end:

"Dans ses grandes lignes le ddsespoir n'a pas d'importance.
G'est une corvde d'arbres qui va encore faire une foret,
c'est une corvee d'4toiles qui va encore faire un jour de
moins qui va encore faire une vie." (CT 120)

The mood is reminiscent of Plutot la vie. Breton decides to accept

the drudgery after crying out dramatically for help. Yet the

"corv^es" are of trees and stars, symbols of life and beauty. The

crisis passes, if only temporarily.

La Foret dans la hache (CT' 123-124), though ambiguous, seems

to be written from a point in time after death. It is not even

clear who has died. All the remarks relating to the question are

rather contradictory. The poem begins with the observation:



"On vient de mourir mais je suis vivant et cependant je n'ai
plus d'ame."

One thinks it may be love which has died; but several lines later

Breton adds rather enigmatically:

"On vient de mourir, - ni toi ni moi ni eux exactement mais
nous tous, sauf moi qui survis de plusieurs faqons: j'ai
encore froid, par exemple."

The poem totters delicately at the watershed of the absurd and the

profound. Breton continues to puzzle the reader by references to

the separation from his body firstly of his soul, secondly of his

shadow. Even his body is substantially transformed and becomes

completely transparent:

"Je n'ai plus qu'un corps transparent 5. l'int^rieur duquel
des colombes transparentes se jettent sur un poignard
transparent tenu par une main transparente."

The theme of transparency bathes the lines in light and purity;

from these negations of elementary physical properties "le merveil

leux" is born, and the marriage of absurdity and lyricism noted in

I'Immacul£e Conception is likewise the source of vitality here.

Once again the initial note of death gives ground before images of

life renewed, and the poem ends significantly with an expression

of this death/life movement: "Cette femme tient un bouquet d'immor

telles de la forme de mon sang."

The theme of death is still the main bond between some of

the remaining poems in the recueil. Les attitudes spectrales

(CT 114-116) begins with the clear statement,

"Je n'attache aucune importance & la vie",

and then Breton amuses himself by playing around with this line,

thereby obtaining lines 2 and 3:
"Je n'<§pingle pas le moindre papillon de vie & 1'importance
Je n'importe pas a la vie".
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The suicide theme returns in Rideau rideau (CT 132-133)>

which is constructed around the framework of allusions to the the¬

atre, as its title suggests. The opening line of the poem implies

that each scene it depicts may reflect a different season or a

different aspect of Breton's lifes

"Les theatres vagabonds des saisons qui auront jou£ ma vie."

Breton's function in the play, however, appears to be nothing more

than to provide the catcalls from his box, specially fitted out

as a dark cell, from behind whose bars he watches the play. At the

end of the first act the heroine, naked to the waist, commits sui¬

cide. The catcalls recall the noisy demonstrations in theatres

where Surrealists and Dadaists "performed" or interrupted perfor¬

mances of rival groups.

The next act in this poem is the descent of mist on to the

stage; Breton shouts and breaks a pitcher; he tries to cut his

wrist (once more the suicide theme!); he sees himself lost in

strange countries. Suddenly a character appears on the 3tage,

wearing a mask of Breton himself.

The final part of the poem is dominated by the theme of

freedom, but actually ends with a vision of Breton's deaths

"Libert^ de chasser devant moi les apparences rdelles
Le sous-sol dtait merveilleux sur un mur blanc apparaissait

en pointing de feu ma silhouette percde au coeur d'une balle".

The thought of suicide, this time by poison, returns, too, at

the end of Derni&re levde (CT 144)• This preoccupation with death

may be a largely subconscious preoccupation, for the poems have an

oneiric air and are probably the products of automatic writing, but

nevertheless the presence of allusions to death in this recueil

cannot be denied. Le revolver & cheveux blancs was published, of
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course, in the same year as Les Vase3 communicants, and so it comes

as no surprise to discover that it is pervaded with the same feeling

of despair and gloom one notices in the prose-work. Yet there are

numerous indications that death, here perhaps the poetic symbol of

the poet's despair, is but a starting point. Out of the despair,

out of life's seeming drabness Breton can distil great lyric runs.

The simultaneous composition of Les Vases communicants is

possibly responsible in part for the oneiric sequences in Le revol¬

ver & cheveux blanes, though, as we have seen, dream-material seems

to be a constant feature of collections of Surrealist poems. The

descent of mist on to the stage in Rideau rideau recalls the blurred

effect of certain dreams and that section of the poem has the air of

a dream-narration. The presence in this poem of the figure of an

observer may serve to embody the concept of visionary perception,

or that of the interpretation of dreams, furthermore, internal

evidence in Vigilance suggests that this, too, is probably an on¬

eiric poem:

"A ce moment sur la pointe des pieds dans mon sommeil
Je me dirige vers la chambre ou je suis <5tendu
Et j'y mets le feu". (CT 137)

The surrealist images which follow are therefore possibly dream-

images: pieces of furniture transformed into animals, lions in

whose manes chairs are consumed - the appearance of a lion's mane

presumably suggests a fire, as it did in the famous example which

gave rise to the "jeu de l'un dans l'autre" (cf. supra, p.180) -,
the remains of the poet's body pecked at by fiery ibises, a lace

shell in the form of a breast.

The inspiration of the penultimate poem, Une branche d'ortie

entre par la fenetre, may likewise be oneiric, although the poem
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could alternatively be an orthodox product of automatic writing or

even a simple "transposition d'art". Really, it is futile to

attempt to distinguish between dream and imagination at this level,

but it is possible to see the theme of dreams and oneiric images as

part and parcel of the imagination theme suggested by the preface.

Even the theme of love could here be seen in this light.

3raton's search for a new love at this troubled period of

his life is the obvious explanation of certain of the erotic images

to be found in this recueil,^ but although Un homme et una femme

absolument blancs (CT 128-9) is inspired by the sight of some pros¬

titutes, it is only at the end of the poem that there is a series

of erotic images!

"Je vois leurs seins qui mettent une pointe de soleil dans la
nuit profonde

Et dont le temps de s'abaisser et de s'dlever est la seule
mesure exacte de la vie

Je vois leurs seins qui sont des £toiles sur des vagues
Leurs seins dans lesquels pleure & jamais 1'invisible lait bleu".

The arbitrary surrealist images, as in the case of the apparent

contradiction in the last line, minimize the latent eroticism, just

as in Magritte's La magie noire the nude figure loses much of her

sexual appeal, despite her shapely contours, because of her one

surreal feature, the absence of eyes. In Breton's poem the thrill

the breasts create is expressed in the fine image of the break of

day or even of the midnight sun and in the second cosmic image of

the stars over the waves.

There is perhaps the hint of the veiled erotic at the end of

a splendid evocation of sunrise near the start of Le Sphinx verte¬

bral (CT 134)»

1. cf. Les Vases communicants.
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"Ce matin proue de soleil comme tu t'engloutis dans le3 superbes
chants exhalds h. l'ancienne derri&re las rideaux par les
guetteuses nues";

and the opening image of "the prow of the sun" also suggests very

discreetly and implicitly a female figure.

The sleek white-bellied dogfish in Vigilance (CT 136), be¬

cause they are incorporated into "le dernier frisson des draps/A
l'heure de 1*amour et des paupi&res bleues", become erotic images,

symbolising the sexual rapaciousness of women in love and recalling

the episode in Les Chants de Maldoror where the hero mates with a

female shark.

The poem 3ans connaiasance (CT 139-142) is built around the

theme of an attempt at abduction; and almost immediately after the

initial statement of this theme Breton creates an appropriate atmos¬

phere with an erotic observation:

"Je vois des seins comme si elle dtait nue

On dirait des mouchoirs s^chant sur un rosier".

The image is at once arbitrary and apt, combining the idea of white¬

ness with the stock sexual symbolism of the rose.

Yet the statement of these manifest themes - death, suicide,

dreams, love - gives little indication of the real nature of Le re¬

volver It oheveux blancs, with the consequence that one is forced to

seek elsewhere how the imagination-theme operates; one must consider

the principle of metamorphosis at work in the imagery, and certain

stylistic devices and features.

«*•*#»»»»*«»»**•

If one turns first of all to the imagery, Breton, himself, in

his article on , dret in the Anthologie de 1'humour noir (cf. supra,

p.168) links together the emancipation of language and the imagination
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with verbal alchemy and the concept of metamorphosis*

"Tout est d£livr£, tout po£tiquement est sauv£ par la remise
en vigueur d'un principe gdndralisd de mutation, de meta¬
morphose." (hn 506)

Already instances of metamorphosis have been noted in La Foret dans

la hache (ct 123-4) and in Vigilance (ct 137-8). Perhaps the most

interesting examples, however, occur in the closing poem, which

forms a curious tribute to Lautr^amont, Le grand secours meurtrier

(CT 147-8), which contains the only mention of the name of the

Surrealists* great idol one finds in Breton's poems.

One assumes that the theatre fire-hydrant ("grand secours")

of the title is to be identified with the strange statue of Lautrda-

mont which is the central motif of the poemj

"La statue de Lautr^amont
Au socle de cachets de quinine
En rase campagne
L'auteur des Poesies est couchd & plat ventre
Et prfes de lui l'hdloderme suspect". (CT 147)

The fire-hydrant is the kind of object Breton in the 1930*s is pre¬

pared to elevate to the rank of an "objet surr^aliste".^
The very position of the statue, prostrate, is a deviation

from normality. The presence of a lizard, the heloderm, near the

statue is another example of Breton introducing into his poetry

exotic zoological motifs. The heloderm is more or less a surreal

beast in its own right, but Breton makes it yet more surreal by

distorting its left ear, which becomes a glass box.

Suspended in the air above is a further surreal motif*

1. An important section of L*Amour fou is, as we have seen, an
account of the wanderings of Breton and Giacometti around Paris
in search of strange objects which, if placed in unusual surroun¬
dings, acquire completely fresh values and, if the artist so
desires, can be regarded as ready-made "objets d'art".
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"Le ballon bleu ciel en forme de tete de Turc". (ibid.)

Apart from the fact that this image contains another example of

Breton's exploitation of a literal interpretation of a set locuti¬

on, "tete de Turo", it is interesting, too, for the way in which

the ball and the head are coalesced to form one object; this is a

device employed by Surrealist artists and poets alike; they blend

together completely different objects to create a single Surrealist

object. So this technique takes one step further the basic idea of

the surrealist image, for the archetypal surrealist image, as formu¬

lated by Breton in the first Manifest^,simply juxtaposes two "dis¬

tant realities", whereas the device illustrated in the above meta¬

morphosis-image actually fuses the two phenomena into one. Anna

Balakian has devoted an article to the question of Metaphor and

Metamorphosis in Andr6 Breton's poetics,"'' where she picks out a few

technical procedures which the poet employs to suggest the metamor¬

phosis latent in imagery*

"There is a renewal of the correspondence technique* we find
that instead of the concrete becoming abstract, the abstract
is crystallized into the concrete. Disguise is another device
much in use, the lifting of which produces poetic revelation."

(op.cit., p.36)

The basic difference between metaphor and metamorphosis, however, is

that the former is a figure of speech in which a name or descriptive

term is transferred to some object different from, but analogous to,

that to which it is properly applicable, whereas the latter is the

action or process of changing in form,shape or substance. In certain

images, largely because of their particular form, the reader is more

aware of the element of metamorphosis* in the above example the use

of the words "en forme de" rather than the third person singular of

1. v. Introduction, p.8.
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the verb "§tre" is responsible for this.

Then Breton reintroduces the principal motif of the poem.

The statue either undergoes a complete metamorphosis or else takes

on a more precise form, that of a swan. The basis of this new

motif, "le cygne de Mont6vid6o", is of course, the stock French

synonym of the word "poSte"."*"
In the poem Breton begins to interpret the word "cygne"

quite literally:

"Le cygne de Montdviddo dont les ailes sont ddploydes et
toujours pretes a battre

Lorsqu'il s'agit d'attirer de l'horizon le3 autres cygnes
Ouvre sur le faux univers deux yeux de couleurs diff^rentes
L'un de sulfate de fer sur la treille des oils 1'autre de
boue diamantde". (ibid.)

fa4vI The surreal effect is reinforced by thesey/two lines, which are
followed by an image implying the fusion of the natural and the

man-made, the idea of dressing the wounds of a machine:

"II voit le grand hexagone h entonnoir dans lequel se crisperont
bientot les machines

Que l'homme s'acharne & couvrir de pansements".

Many of the metamorphoses are made possible by the fact that

animal, vegetable, mineral and even abstract, are no longer separat¬

ed one from the other and, of course, a basic object of the alchem¬

ists of old was to study the division of matter into the animal,

vegetable and mineral. One transformation has already been noticed

in La Foret dans la hache; later in the same poem the body undergoes

a second metamorphosis:

"Mais j'ai un corps pour ne plus m'en d£faire, pour forcer
les reptiles h m'admirer. Des mains sanglantes, des yeux de
gui, une bouche de feuille morte et de verre (les feuilles
mortes bougent sous le verre} elles ne sont pas aussi rouges

1. cf. "le cygne de Mantoue" = Virgil. Lautrdamont was born in
Montevideo, (also cf. "the Swan of Avon" in English).
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qu'on le pense, quand 1•indifference expose ses m<§thodes
voraces), des mains pour te cueillir, thym minuscule de mes
reves, romarin de raon extreme paleur." (CT 124)

This hallucinatory metamorphosis-image illustrates splendid¬

ly the principle Breton formulated in Le Surrdalisme et la Peinture

(v. supra, pp.137-138). In this example, however, Breton does not

even content himself with exploiting similarities, as was the case

with the "phyllie", but follows his basic desire of bringing to¬

gether "distant realities"! "une bouche" and "une feuille aorte",

for instance.

Though the thyme and the rosemary may evoke a delicate frag¬

rance, attempts to substitute an abstract quality for the concrete,

visual force of the "bouche de feuille morte et de V8rre" are

destined to fight a losing battle and indeed the appeal of such

images does lie in the shock they generate.

A similar kind of fusion is encountered in Bur la route qui

monte et descend (CT 111-113)» which is dominated by the motif of

a flame. For part of the time it seems to be set against water-

images, but this elemental opposition is ended dramatically in the

final line with the surreal fusion of the elements in a neat and

striking chiasmus:

"Flamma d'eau guide-moi jusqu'Si la mer de feu".

Larlier the flame appears to be consuming a piece of paper,

perhaps a poem, perhaps a picture. As it comes to various motifs

and objects, the poet begins to evoke themj some of the descrip¬

tions are full of surrealist images - images of apparent contra¬

diction, of the negation of elementary physical properties, of

"ddpaysement", as in the interesting scenes
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"Une statue est agenouill£e sur la mer mais
Ce n'est plus la mer
Les phares se dressent maintenant dans la ville
lis barrent la route aux blocs merveilleux de glace et de chair
Qui pr£cipitent dans I'ar&ne leurs innombrables chars". (CT 111)

The changes, the metamorphoses may in part be explained by the

switchback nature of the road in the title, which could be under¬

stood as an image of the poet's kaleidoscopic vision and perspective;

the poet may instinctively have called a broad expanse of water "la

mer" before realizing, for example, that it is a lake; but it is far

more difficult to find a rational solution to the problem of the

identity of the "blocs merveilleux de glace et de chair." This image

has a Cubist quality and is also reminiscent of the pristine child¬

like vision of Rimbaud's Apr&s le ddluge, where there is another

sudden movement to polar regions.

The negation of elementary physical properties and "ddpayse-

ment" are the main features of a humorous sequence, which conforms to

the basic requirement of the surrealist image, in the poem entitled

DerniSre levde, (CT 143-4) built around the motif of a letter Breton

is expecting. It opens with the amusing idea:

"La lettre que j'attends voyage incognito dans une envelope".

The humour is pursued in a series of images beginning with a develop¬

ment of stock circumlocutions of the idea of "never":

"Quand elle me parviendra le soleil sera froid
II y aura des £paves sur la place Blanche
Parmi lesquelles se distinguera mon courage
Pareil a un treuil d'dcureuils".

Yet the humorous aspect is counterbalanced to some extent by

the quality of the diction which helps to give the lines a strangely

prophetic, visionary air. The internal rhyme in "treuil d'ecu-

reuils" is here lyrical rather than precious, possibly because it is

used in an unexpected comparison with "courage". The squirrels,



467.

because they are snail, brin,, out the poignancy of some courageous

stands.

Apart from the new concept of "convulsive beauty" (cf. supra,

pp.241-243), the manifestations of which in ie revolver & cheveux

blancs will be discussed presently, like the links between these

poems and L'Amour fou, this recueil illustrates once more the prin¬

cipal features encountered in Breton's previous Surrealist writings.

At the level of the imagery the arbitrary type still prevails: Le

Sphinx vertdbral (CT 134)» for example, consists largely of a stream

of such images, creating grotesque Surrealist objects: a tailor's

dummy dripping blood, living columns of marble and vetiver. Further¬

more, Breton's delight in word-play continues undiminished. In Non-

lieu there is an apparently puerile internal rhyme:

"Mais les femmes-marins qui glissent derri&re les vitres
Sont trop heureuses pour etre peureuses"} (CT 110)

but as with the "treuil d'dcureuils" Breton creates a trembling

balance between the two words and between their two meanings.

In Les attitudes spectrales (CT 114-16) there is another modi¬

fication of a proverb: the set locution, "II ne faut jamais dire:

Fontaine, je ne boirai pas de ton eau", is the basis for Breton's

line, "Enfin les fontaines comprendraient qu'il ne faut pas dire

Fontaine". In Toutes les dcoli&res ensemble (CT 125) 3reton's love

of punning is given an opportunity to come to the surface once more

in what is possibly a reference to a schoolgirl error:

"Apres une dict^e oii Le coeur m'en dit
d'dcrivait peut-etre Le coeur mendie".

In such examples it is quite clear that Breton just lets the

words "make love", but it is quite possible that the principle of

"le3 mots font 1'amour" runs through this whole collection. The
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poems may not mean anything; they may simply evoke moods or display

the potential, the freedom and the triumph of the imagination. It

may he that Breton by this time has fully realized how the language

of poetry, freed of the need to communicate ideas, operates. "Le

soleil blanc et noir" (CT 106) may be a contradiction in terms, yet

the two adjectives seem to attract each other in the manner of un¬

like poles and they cancel each other out to leave the image of

ultra-pure light. Similarly, "une banquise aux dents de flamme"

(CT 115) is ostensibly another association of opposites, indeed of

different elements, yet the image of the "teeth of flame" lends an

even greater sharpness and destructive potential to the ice-floe.

Breton is fascinated by certain words and phrases, frequently new

additions to the vocabulary of poetry, occasionally by ideas they

suggest: the fragile convulsive beauty of "larmes bataviques" (CT

135)» of "les glaces de Venise" (CT 112) and of "Parbre de corail"

(CT 127); the strange juxtaposition in "Le Sphinx vertebral" (CT

134); the image of "Les p^pites de lumifere" (CT 115)» which combines

the themes of gold and light; the association of fire and water,

human and animal, in the lines from Sur la route qui monte et des¬

cend (CT 112):

"Et cette chevelure qui ne s'attarde point h se d^faire
Plotte sur l'air m^duse c'est la flamme",

which leads into allusions to a cross and a tomb and then to a

strange image which possibly evokes the Holy Ghost: "la flamme aux

ailes de colombe". Names of birds, flowers, trees, precious stones,

ideas associated with the four elements are blended together in the

delicate cascade of words, in the process of transmutation. If this

is not, in fact, the Alchemy of the Verb, it is nonetheless a
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marvellous representation of the concept.

**#**«**♦♦*#***

The manifest themes and the "basic types of images have, of

course, been found many a time in Breton's earlier poems, automatic

texts and dream-narrations. Where Le revolver & cheveux blanc3

does differ, however, from Breton's previous writings is in the more

frequent use he makes there of images of "convulsive beauty", to use

the term coined provocatively at the end of Nad.ja and which he ex¬

plains in detail in L'Amour fou. Three images which can be placed

in this category have just been noted, but in the poem Facteur

Cheval, which will be discussed in greater detail in due course, the

very motif Breton cites to illustrate the concept of "convulsive

beauty", the railway engine in a forest, is discovered:
'

t

"Tu t'en souviens tu te lavais alors tu deacendai3 du train
Sans un regard pour la locomotive en proie aux immense racines
baromdtriques

Qui se plaint dans la foret vierge de toutes ses chaudiferes
meutries". (CT 130)

The image in this poem, like the chateau in the preface, could be,to

some extent, the fulfilment of one of Breton's longstanding desires,

notwithstanding the fact that L'Amour fou was published five years

after Le revolver & cheveux blancs. Moreover, it illustrates the

way in which the Surrealists are able to fuse together natural and

man-made objects without the slightest trouble. Significantly,

Victor Crastre sees this image as a "symbole d'un 'modernisme' nort".*
The abandonment of the statue "en rase campagne" in Le grand

secours meurtrier could be regarded as a further instance of "la beautd

convulsive", provided that one considers its potential for movement,

1. Andrd Breton, p.98.
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a potential realized after its transformation into a swan. Further¬

more, the question of convulsive beauty is related by Breton in

L'Amour fou to the imagery of Lautr4amont, for there Breton claims

that the best examjjles of "la podsie convulsive", which he con¬

siders to be a poetic equivalent of such a conception of beauty,

are found in the famous "beau comme" images of Les Chants de Mal-

doror. So, in the poem, Le grand secours meurtrier.,one is not

greatly surprised to read an allusion to this point:

"J'ai acces pres de lui en qualitd de convulsionnaire". (CT 148)

Though the word "convulsionnaire" usually refers to one of the

"convulsionnaires de Saint-Mddard", the Jansenist convulsionaries,

it acquires a private and special significance for Breton, for he

appears to associate it with the concept of "convulsive beauty" by

allowing the non-semantic bonds between the words to take over.

The poem ends with a further sequence of images which illust¬

rate Breton's conception of this kind of beauty:

"Les femmes ravissantes qui m'introduisent dans le wagon de
roses

Ou un hamac qu'elles ont pris soin de me faire de leurs
chevelures m'est rdservd

De toute dternitd
Me recommandent avant de partir de ne pas prendre froid dans
la lecture du journal

II parait que la statue pr&s de laquelle le chiendent de mes
terminaisons nerveuses

Arrive a destination est accordde chaque nuit comme un piano".
(GT 148)

The "wagon", the symbol of movement and the man-made, is upholstered

with roses, the symbol of nature; the hammock (conventionally man-

made) is here made with hair (the natural); the statue is surrounded,

if not overgrown, by couch-grass, albeit the "couch-grass" of Bre¬

ton's nerve-endings, an image inspired by the basic similarity of

form,
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Thus the opening pages of L'Amour fou, where Breton discusses

his new concept, convulsive beauty, serve, to some extent, as an

important commentary on this new variety of surrealist image Breton

features in Le revolver h cheveux blancs. In fact, as will be seen,

too, in the next chapter of this thesis, devoted to L'Air de l'Eau,

one of the significant aspects of L'Amour fou is the light it sheds

on Breton's recueils of the 1930's, in addition to the light it has

already been seen to shed on the poem Tournesol from Clair de Terre.

L1Amour fou expounds in prose certain of the ideas, images and

allusions of Breton's poems. This theory is supported by the open¬

ing lines of Vigilance:

"A Paris la tour Saint-Jacques chancelante
Pareille & un tournesol
Du front vient quelquefois heurter la Seine et son ombre glisse

imperceptiblement parmi les remorqueurs". (CT 137)

Breton in fact quotes the first two lines of Vigilance in L'Amour

fou (AF 55)> as he gives an account of the attraction the Tour

Saint-Jacques has for him. The account comes from Breton's des¬

cription of the evening when he met Jacqueline:

"Vous aviez beau savoir que j'aimais cette tour, je revois
encore a ce moment toute une existence violente s'organiser
autour d'elle pour nous comprendre, pour contenir l'dperdu
dans son galop nuageux autour de nous." (ibid.)

At this juncture Breton quotes his own poem, before proceeding to

explain the deeper reason behind the spell the tower casts on him:

"J'ai compris depuis que ce balancement de la tour £tait
surtout le mien entre les deux sens en franqais du mot
tournesol, qui d^signe a la fois cette espece d'hdlianthe,
connue aussi sous le nom de grand soleil et le rdactif
utilise en chimie, le plus souvent sous la forme d'un papier
bleu qui rougit au contact des acides. Toujours est-il que
le rapprochement ainsi op£re rend ion compte satisfaisant de
l'id£e complexe que je me fais de la tour, tant de sa sombre
magnificence assez comparable & celle de la fleur qui se
dresse gdndralement comme elle, tr&s seule, sur un coin de
terre plus ou moins ingrat que des circonstances assez troubles
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qui ont prEsidE a son Edification et auxquelles on sait que
le reve millEnaire de la transmutation des mEtaux est
Etroitement liE." (AF 56)

The phrase in line 4 of Vigilance, la pointe des pieds",

had also been employed in the second line of Tournesol:

"La voyageuse qui traversa les Halles §. la tombEe de 1'EtE
Marchait sur la pointe des pieds". (CT 85)

The opening lines of Vigilance, therefore, like the more famous

poem of Clair de Terre, appear to prophesy the "nuit du tournesol"

when Breton met the woman who was to become his second wife.

Suddenly, in Le grand secours meurtrier, one comes across a

further link between the opening pages of L'Amour fou and Le revol¬

ver a cheveux blancs, for the phrase at the end of line 15,

"II ravive de sa bougie de radium les fonds du creuset humain",
(GT 147)

is taken up again by Breton in the prose-text:

"C'est la, tout au fond du creuset humain, en cette rEgion
paradoxale ou la fusion de deux etres qui se sont rEellement
choisis restitue k toute3 choses les couleurs perdues du
temps des anciens soleils, ou pourtant aussi la solitude fait
rage par une de ces fantaisies de la nature qui, autour des
cratEres de 1'Alaska, veut que la neige demeure sous la cendre,
c'est IS. qu'il y a des annEes j'ai demandE qu'on allat chercher
la beautE nouvelle, la beautE 'envisagEe exclusivement S des
fins passionnelles'." (AF 11)

Moreover, the concept of fusion (fusion of elements, fusion of the

natural and the man-made), which is so important for Surrealism,

is seen in L*Amour fou as the precise source of the quality of sur¬

prise which supplies the basic driving-force of most surrealist

images:

"La surprise doit etre recherchEe pour elle-meme, incondition-
nellement. Elle n'existe que dans 1'intrication en un seul
objet du naturel et du surnaturel." (AF 97).*

1. There are no religious connotations in Breton's understanding of
the terra "surnaturel" here: naturel/surnaturel » rEel/surrEel.
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The element of surprise is found also in certain stylistic

features. Though most of the poems of Le revolver & cheveux blanes

are written in Breton's characteristic "vers libres", one or two

contain some slightly unusual stylistic touches. Toutes les £co-

liSres ensemble (CT 125) is not one of Breton's most remarkable

pieces, but what is rather strange about it are the "enjambements"

which have no obvious merit in the context, as can be seen from the

example in the opening lines:

"Souvent tu dis marquant la terre du talon comme 4clot dans
un buisson 1'eglantine

Sauvage qui n'a l'air faite que de rosde".

The chief interest of Sans connaissance resides in its

curious syntax; there are sudden breaks when Breton interrupts the

normal, logical order of phrases, as at the end:

"Pas assez vite pour que l'homme
Son signalement lm65 la concierge n'a pas os£ arreter ce
visiteur inhabituel mais poli

II etait d'autre part trSs bien de sa personne
Ne s'Eloign a en allumant une cigarette
Plus douce que la douleur d'aimer et d'etre aim£". (CT 141-142)

At the beginning of the poem there is a similar example of "collage

verbal". Breton inserts in the middle of the sentence a completely

separate exclamation:

"On n'a pas oublie
La singuli&re tentative d'enlevement
Tiens une etoile pourtant il fait encore grand jour
De cette jeune fille de quatorze ans". (CT 139)

Sarane Alexandrian gives the name of "entrecroisement" to this

technique, and explains that it is the result of a blending of

" deux courants de pens£e, l'un se rapportant & un
£v£nement qu'on raconte, 1'autre h une sous-reflexion qui la
commente." 1

1. Andre Breton par lui-meme, p.45
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The latter stream, however, hardly amounts to a "commentary", at

least not in the normal sense of the word.

Yet it is rare for a Surrealist poet to infringe in this way

the normal laws of syntax, as was suggested in Chapter II. In ex¬

change for the disruption, if not exactly the loss, of syntax,

however, there is the gain of what Donald Davie, influenced by

Susanne Langer, calls in the title of the second chapter of Articu¬

late Energy "syntax as music", perhaps not really "music" in Bre¬

ton's poem, but at least the feeling of an immediacy of perception

and sensation. Possibly Breton is trying once more, as he did at

the end of Mont de Pi£t€, to apply the "collage" technique to

poetry. Another explanation is that he may be reviving the tech¬

nique, employed by Apollinaire in his "po^mes-conversations", of

inserting in the basic text snatches of conversation or overheard

remarks. The third possible explanation is that Breton is still

placing his faith in the accurate recording of subconscious thought

by means of automatic writing. This overt disruption of the syn¬

tax is a device Breton rarely employs in his subsequent collec¬

tions, however.

****************

With the preface and its imaginary chateau still very much in

mind, we propose now to have a closer look at the poem in Le revol¬

ver & cheveux blancs which pursues this symbolism, Facteur Gheval,

for although the title refers to its architect and builder, the poem

is rather an evocation of his "palace".
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"Faoteur Cheval" (CT 130-131)

"Nous les oiseaux que tu chanties toujours du haut de ces
belv£d£res

Et qui chaque nuit ne faisons qu'une branche fleurie de tes
£paules aux bras de ta brouette bien-aimde

Qui nous arrachons plus vifs que des ^tincelles & ton poignet
Nous sommes les soupirs de la statue de verre qui se soul&ve
sur le coude quand l'homme dort

Et que des br&ches brillantes s'ouvrent dans son lit
Br&ches par lesquelles on peut apercevoir des cerfs aux bois

de corail dans une clairiere
Et des femmes nues tout au fond d'une mine
Tu t'en souviens tu te levais alors tu descendais du train
Sans un regard pour la locomotive en proie aux immenses
racines baromdtriques

Qui se plaint dans la foret vierge de toutes ses chaudiSres
meurtries

Ses chemin£es fumant de jacinthes et mue par des serpents bleus
Nous te prdc£dions alors nous les plantes sujettes a
mdtamorphoses

Qui chaque nuit nous faisons des signes que l'homme peut
surprendre

Tandis que sa maison s'^croule et qu'il s'dtonne devant les
emboitements singuliers

Que recherche son lit avec le corridor et l'escalier
L'escalier se ramifie ind^finiment
II mSne a une porte de meule il s'61argit tout £. coup sur une
place publique

II est fait de dos de cygnes une aile ouverte pour la rampe
II tourne sur lui-meme comme s'il allait se mordre
Mais non il se contente sur nos pas d'ouvrir toutes ses

marches comme des tiroirs
Tiroirs de pain tiroirs de vin tiroirs de savon tiroirs de
glace3 tiroirs d'escaliers

Tiroirs de chair S. la poign£e de cheveux
A cette heure oii des milliers de canards de Vaucanson se

lissent les plumes
Sans se retourner tu saisissais la truelle dont on fait les seins
Nous te souriions tu nous tenais par la taille
Et nous prenions les attitudes de ton plaisir
Immobiles sous nos paupiSres pour toujours comme la femme aime
voir l'homme

Apr&s avoir fait l,amour".

Photographs reproduced in Podsie & autre indicate that Breton

made at least two visits to the famous Palais Iddal built by Cheval

in Hauterives. Over a long period of years Cheval collected thou¬

sands of stones he discovered on his daily rounds as a postman and

cemented them together in the evenings to form a strange baroque

construction.
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Breton makes a number of allusions in his prose-works both

to Facteur Cheval and to his "palace". In a text written in Decem¬

ber 1933 Breton comments thus:

"Facteur Cheval, qui demeure le raaitre incontestd de 1'archi¬
tecture et de la sculpture mddianimiques " (PJ 176)

The choice of this epithet is significant} 3reton appears to read

into the construction intentions of which Cheval himself might

have been quite ignorant. In Situation surrealists de l'objet,

Breton mentions "le Palais Iddal" after quoting a very interesting

observation made by Dali in 1930*

". aucun effort collectif n'est arrivd &. crder un

monde de reves aussi pur et aussi troublant que ces batiments
modem' style, lesquels, en marge de 1'architecture, consti¬
tuent, 5. eux seuls, de vraies realisations de ddsirs solidifies,
oft le plus violent et cruel automatisme trahit douloureusement
la haine de la rdalitd et le besoin de refuge dans un monde
iddal, h. la manidre de ce qui se passe dans une ndvrose d'en-
fance." (M 276)

Naturally, the Palais Iddal forms a good subject for a Surre¬

alist poem. Its fanciful character can be captured and transmitted

perfectly by Breton's imagery.

The poem opens with literally a bird's-eye view of the palace,

as Breton imagines the birds addressing Cheval (11. 1-3). The

characteristic Surrealist idea of fusion is very strong in these

opening lines: not only does the plumage of the birds remind the

poet of flowers, so much so that the birds are almost transformed

into blossom, but also the birds seem to blend both with Cheval*s

arms and with his wheelbarrow, for which he created, according to

Breton, the only "angle habitable" in the palace, (ibid.) Breton,

by speaking of the "bras de ta brouette bien-aimde", continues the

process of personification thus begun by Cheval, and thereby conti¬

nues his undermining of the frontiers between animal, vegetable and

mineral.
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This sequence is followed by a second "view" (11. 4-7). This

is presumably oneiric imagery, but it is also a case of the imagin¬

ation of the poet carrying him away and letting him endow the surreal

glass statue with movement. If it is a vision seen in a dream by

Breton (or even, in Breton's imagination, by Cheval himself), it

illustrates the theory expressed in Les Vases communicants concer¬

ning the interpretation of dreams, that they are based on events

which have occurred a short while previously in one's waking hours

and are the fulfilment of a desire, in this instance Breton's visit

to the Palais Iddal or Cheval's evenings spent at work on its con¬

struction. The "statue de verre" is yet mother example of trans¬

parency, another negation of an elementary physical property even.

The reference to the "bois de corail" prefigures a passage

near the beginning of L'Amour fou, where, after Breton has explained

the reasons behind the great attraction crystals have for him,he

discusses, in relation to reality, corals:

"Si le lieu meme oft la 'figure' - au sens hdg^lien de m^canisme
matdrifel de 1'individuality - par-delft le magndtisme atteint sa
reality est par excellence le cristal, le lieu oft elle perd
id<5alement cette rdalit£ toute-puissante est & mes yeux les
coraux, pour peu que je les ryintftgre comme il se doit a la vie,
dans l'dclatant miroitement de la mer. La vie, dans la con-
stance de son processus de formation et de destruction, ne me
semble pour l'oeil humain etre concrfttement mieux enclose
qu'entre les haies de mdsanges bleues de l'aragonite et le pont
de triors de la 'grande barriftre' australienne". (AF 15)

In the line containing the image of the "bois de corail" Breton

exploits the homonymy of the word "bois": in the context of the

"cerfs" one thinks also of the stags* antlers, but when there is

immediately afterwards a reference to "une clairiftre", the more ob¬

vious meaning ("wood") returns.

At one level of analysis these lines in the second sequence

feature images merging the abstract and the concrete ("Nous sorames
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les soupirs"), fusions and "ddpaysements", but there is also a

slight touch of eroticism.

The poem continues with the famous image of "convulsive

beauty" (11. 8-11) (cf. supra, p.489)

The plants in the garden then take over; they, too, at night

(perhaps just in dreams) undergo a metamorphosis (11. 12-13), as

i3 stated explicitly. They, too, are humanized, for they can make

signs. This passage leads in turn to a description of a surreal

stairway (11. 11-16). The stairway is merged into a swan, or at

least its shape recalls a swan's back and half-unfolded wings; but

even if the stairway merely has the shape of a swan, the very

mention of the bird in such a context is sufficient for the mental

image of the swan to be formed.

The first mention of "tiroirs" (l. 20) provokes a series of

increasingly surreal varieties (11. 21-22), and these lines make one

think of a number of Bali's paintings where chests of drawers are

principal motifsj V£nu3 de ?-;ilo aux tiroirs, La cit£ des tiroirs,

for example. The purely visual image which initiates this sequence

- the transformation of the steps of the stairway into drawers -

sets in motion further visual images in which the drawers themselves

are transformed, or at least made of unusual materials, before the

sequence turns full circle and ends with "tiroirs d'escaliers"s

the images return to their source.

Line 23 contains a surrealist image of time}

"A cette heure ou des milliers de canards de Vaucanson se

lissent les plumes". 1

1. The most famous robot made by the French engineer, Vaucanson, was
a duck; there is no natural species of duck called "un canard de
Vaucanson".
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The somewhat hallucinatory line 24 blends Cheval at work

with his trowel and the image of a woman. There is now a progres¬

sion from the inanimate to the animate, as the end of the poem

seems to move away from the palaoe and garden to focus on the

woman and her lover. The feeling of delight engendered by the

Palais Id£al is completed and evoked by the allusions to the act of

love with which the poem ends (11. 25-28). The erotic images per¬

haps suggest the satisfaction of Cheval, after the completion of

his task, and of Breton at the sight of this monument to desire.

Once more, however, attempts at rational interpretation and

attempts to categorize the images in Breton's terms fail to bring

out the qualities of the poetic diction. Breton succeeds in endow¬

ing the "vers libres" with a rhythm which operates as much at the

level of groups of lines as within the line. The groups are by no

means equal in length or regular in their recurrence: at the begin¬

ning of the poem the first three lines constitute the first surge,

to be followed by a group of two lines and one of six lines. There

is some consistency, however, in the fact that whenever a line be¬

gins with the pronoun "Nous", a fresh surge commences. Within the

lines subtle changes of pace occur, at times because of the pre¬

sence of exclamatory phrases, e.g. "Tu t'en souviens" (l. 8),

"Mais non" (l. 20), at times because of an amplification, e.g.

"Nous te prdcddions alors nous les plantes sujettes & metamor¬

phoses" (l. 12), at times because of enumerations (11. 17-20,

21-22)} and the poem ends with an appropriately gentle afterthought

or anticlimax, which is reflected in the separate disposition of

the final words, "Apr&s avoir fait l'amour". Certain phrases in

the poem have an enthusiastically alliterative quality, e.g. 11. 5-6}
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the alliteration in line 23 creates a suitably legato effect ('X

cette heure o£t des railliers de canards de Vaucanson se lissent les

plumes")} and it is by such subtle touches that Breton achieves the

harmonious marriage of form and content.

Though Facteur Gheval is full of interesting, novel and

vivid images, which match the intriguing Palais Id£al the postman

built, images which conform to many of the basic requirements of

the surrealist image and which illustrate certain of the catego¬

ries of surrealist images listed by Breton in the first Manifeste,

it is a poem which contains one central thread from which it does

not stray very far. The poem has a unity which in no way detracts

from the impact and surprise of the images and which in fact helps

perhaps to set off the images. As was seen in L'Union libre, this

combination of a firm framework and myriad sparkling images makes

for a successful poem, one which does not relapse into banality nor

wander into unintelligibility. The Palais Iddal makes a splendid

symbol of the triumph of man's imagination which appears to be the

main theme of Facteur Cheval and which probably is the main theme

of the whole recueil.

*************** *

Despite a superficial similarity with the poems of Clair de

Terre, Le revolver & cheveux blancs does reveal an evolution in

Breton's poetics. There are some indications that he is prepared

to write his poems to a set theme, in the same way that he and

Eluard produced automatic texts for L'lmmacul^e Conception, having

decided in advance what the themes and titles of the texts would be.

This does not mean that the arbitrary, surrealist images, which had

dominated Breton's conception of poetry since 1919» are now
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abandoned. On the contrary, they are still employed in abundance,

but are interspersed with images which are closely related to the

major themes and motifs of the poems, if they themselves are not

related to them. Moreover, there seems to be a relationship, at

the level of certain themes and motifs, between Le revolver & che-

veux blancs and the later prose-work, L'Amour fou, one consequence

of which is a slight shift of emphasis from the prime Surrealist

ideal of "le merveilleux" to the more dynamic concept, "la beauts

convulsive". Many of the images in the poems of Le revolver h che-

veux blancs are clearly illustrations of this new Surrealist prin¬

ciple.

If the themes of the recuell are not new, the images have

lost none of their freshness and delicaoy, and it is the imagery

which conveys best and most appropriately the imagination-theme.

Because all things are possible in the domain of imagery, the imagi¬

nation of the poet can conquer all; because words are allowed to

"make love", the alchemy of the verb is no longer a mere pipe-dream

for Breton.

*********** ****

Between the publication of this 1932 collection of poems and

the following reoueil. L'Air de l'Bau (1934)» one single poem by

Breton was published, Yiolette Nozi&res. As this poem is perhaps

closer to Le revolver & cheveux blancs than to L'Air de l'Eau, it is

appropriate to examine it at this juncture.

"Violette Nozi&res" (1933)

Breton's poem was one of eight in a booklet, published in

Brussels, which bears the same title. The background to the poem
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has been explained by Gerard Legrands

"Les surrdalistes prennent fait et cause pour Violette Nozi&res,
accusde d'avoir empoisonn£ son p&re qui abusait d'elle....." 1

Once more Breton is writing a poem to a predetermined theme,

but Violette Hozi&res is by far the longest poem he wrote in the

period between the wars, and it prefigures in this respect the long

poems Breton wrote in the 1940*s.

In the opening section Breton evokes the purgatory-like ex¬

istence of his heroine and the great gulf which now separates her

from her family and her former friends?

"Tu ne ressenbles plus & personne de vivant ni de mort
Mythologique jusqu'au bout des ongles
Ta prison est la boude & laquelle ils s'efforcent d'atteindre
dans leur sommeil

Tous y reviennent elle les brule". (CT 151)

Breton proceeds to evoke, albeit in a very fanciful fashion,

Violette's schooldays, her home-life, her parents. The images he

employs blend the ordinary with the unexpected, as in the following

sequence:

"La belle dcoli&re du lycde F&ielon qui dlevnit des chauves-
souris dans son pupitre

Le perce-neige du tableau noir
Regagne le logis familial ou s'ouvre
Une fenetre morale dans la nuit". (ibid.)

Although the idea of rearing bat3 in a desk is bizarre, the

image of the snowdrop is pleasant and suggests the girl's basic

purity and freshness, preparing the way for the allusion to the

opening of a "moral window". Set against the white snowdrop are the

blftskboard and the symbolic night.

Her father drove the President's train, her mother was a

respectable French woman, but Breton reads deeply into the signifi-

1. In 3reton, A., Podsie St autre, p.!15»
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cance of the mail's choice of his daughter's Christian namei

"L'histoire dira
Que M, Nozi&res dtait un homme prdvoyant
Hon seulement parce qu'il avait dconomis£ cent soixante-cinq
milie francs

Mais surtout parce qu'il avait choisi pour sa fille un pr^nom
dans la premiere partie duquel on peut ddmeler psychanalyti-
quement son programme". (CT 152)

This is followed by a discreet allusion to the father's crime and

to the way in which it was found out, by Violette's confiding to a

lover. In a touching passage near the end of the poem, Breton

turns his thoughts to love, thinking of the problems it creates as

well as the problems it solves:

"Pourtant un jeune homme t'attendait 4nigmatique & une terrasse
de caf£

Ce jeune homme qui au Quartier Latin vendait parait-il entre-
temps L'Action franqaise

Cesse d'etre mon ennemi puisque tu l'aimais
Vous auriez pu vivre ensemble bien qu'il soit si difficile

de vivre avec son amour", (CT 154)

Vlolette NoziSres is perhaps, too, an important attack on the con¬

cept of the family.

The poem contains surrealist images, but they are kept under

control and serve the theme rather than divert attention from it:

"Tendre l'arc maudit de l'ascendance et de la descendance", "Mots

couverts comme une agonie sur la mousse", "Tonnelle belle comme une

crat&re", "Levant ton sexe ail£ comme une fleur des Catacombes".

Yet perhaps the poem's finest image is contained in its evocation

of the women of Paris:

"Ce que tu fuyais
Tu ne pouvais le perdre que dans les bras du hasard
Qui rend si flottantes les fins d'apr&s-midi de Paris autour
des femmes aux yeux de cristal fou

Livr£es au grand d£sir anonyme
Auquel fait merveilleusement uniquement
Silencieusement £cho
Pour nous le nom que ton p&re t'a donn£ et ravi". (CT 153)
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Love, desire, chance are thrown together superbly to encircle

the quintessential phrase, the "femmes aux yeux de cristal fou",

perhaps the clearest portrait of Breton's ideal of Woman, the climax

of a splendid long line the power of which is accentuated by the

contrast with the swooning gentleness of the one which follows and

the series of long adverbs, which reverberate ever more quietly and

evoke the echo they delay in the text.

The poem Violette Nozi&res does raise the question of the

"poSme de circonstance". Breton's new tendency to settle in advance

the title or theme of a poem, despite the continued practice of

automatic writing, possibly accentuates the temptation to produce

"occasional poetry". Whatever Breton's disciples may say, Yiolette

Nozi&res is, to some extent, an "occasional poem". The reason why

the question was so crucial in 1933 was that the rupture of Aragon

with the Surrealist movement had become inevitable after Breton in

Mis&re de la Podsie had described Aragon's controversial poem Front

rouge as a "po&me de circonstance"."'"

1. Although Breton took sides with Aragon when the latter was indic¬
ted by the "juge d'instruction" for the "excitation de militaires
a la d^sobdissance et provocation au meurtre, dans un but de
propagande anarchiste", this does not mean that he approved of
Front rouge. Hence the main point of Mis&re de la Podsie:
"Front rouge marque-t-il un changement d•orientation tr&s net
dont le cours va-t-il en etre trouble, modifie? A supposer, en
effet, que la formule en soit neuve, exploitable, assez g^ndrale
(...) un tel podme serait pour nous faire apercevoir comme trds
proche le lieu de resolution qui met aux prises la pensde con-
sciente de l'homme et son expression lyrique (....). II nous
inviterait S. rompre, sans plus tarder, avec le langage indirect
qui en podsie jusqu'& ce jour a dtd le notre. II nous fixerait
un programme d'agitation immediate auquel, en vers comme en prose,
nous ne pourrions sans lachetd nous soustraire. Je serai, mes
amis comme moi seraient trop heureux d'en accepter l'augure si
certaines considerations historiques n'dtaient pour nous faire
abandonner de si grands espoirs". (in Sadoul, G., Aragon, Paris:
Seghers[Coll. 'Pontes d'ajourd'hui'J, 1967> P«15) Breton sees no
future for such poetry, he cannot recommend it as an example to^

(cotinued on p.505)
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One might argue that to 3ome degree all poems are "occasion¬

al", but Breton appears to draw the line between a poem inspired by-

some simple and everyday event, incident or feeling (e.g. a love

affair or the wrongful imprisonment of a girl) and a poem which

refers explicitly to contemporary political matters and to a direct

incitement to political action. This distinction is probably valid,

and if so, Violette Nozi&res and L'Union libre would not be, in

Breton's eyes, "po&mes de circonstance", the latter certainly not.

That Breton can write a poem such as Yiolette Uozieres in

1933 remains, however, an indication that his poetry had undergone

a considerable evolution since the discovery of automatic writing

in 1919. He no longer obeys completely the dictates of the sub¬

conscious; on the contrary, he is now seeking to ally the products

of subconscious thought with subjects decided by the conscious mind,

thus achieving yet another fusion of erstwhile opposites. His poetry

continues to operate on this basis in the following years, exploiting

the latent symbolism words and objects possess, and exploring in

intricate patterns the almost infinite possibilities of analogy.

(note 1, p.504 continued:)
follow and so he concludes by dismissing it with the damning phrase:
"....force m'est done, consid^rant aussi le tour de ce po&me, sa
rdf^rence continuelle a des accidents particuliers, aux circon-
3tances de la vie publique, me rappelant enfin qu'il a £crit lors
du s£jour d'Aragon en U.R.S.S. de le tenir non pour une solution
acceptable du probl&me po£tique tel qu'il se pose de nos jours, mais
comme un exercise & part aussi captivant que l'on voudra, mais sans
lendemain parce que podtiquement r^gressif, autrement dit pour un
po&me de circonstance." (id. p.l6). Coming to Aragon's defence,
Sadoul implies that Breton's L*Union libre is likewise a "pofeme de
circonstance": "Le plus beau po&me d'un grand £crivain, L'Union libre
d'Andrd Breton, me parait bien avoir dtd d£termin£ par les choses du
moment actuel puisqu'il est un trSs fidele portrait de ferame."
(id., p.17). As we have seen already, even this final point is
rather doubtful.
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In thi3 respect L'Union libre and Violette Kozi&res stand at

a greater distance from the texts of Les Champs magndtiques and

Glair de Terre than the poems of Le revolver 5. cheveux blancs. The

evolution in Breton's poetics would appear more regular if L'Union

libre had been published after Le revolver §. cheveux blancs and had

served as a prelude to the poems of L'Air de l'Eau, for although in

the latter recueil the theme of a "free union" is absent, the

themes of love and the magic power of Woman are dominant. Nonethe¬

less, Breton's return to the writing of poems at the beginning of

the 1930*s does see some significant changes in his approach to the

task, when it is compared in detail with the one adopted for the

texts of the early 1920's, despite the superficial impression of

great similarity of form and subject between the poems of the two

periods. Further developments are to be detected, however, in

Breton's next recueil, L'Air de l'Eau.
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CHAPTER SflVEII

"L1AIR DH L'EAU" (1934)

This new recueil is inspired by Breton's new bride, Jacque¬

line, by the new, magical and almost ethereal experience of love

she brings him. Breton met Jacqueline on the night of May 29th,

1934 > the so-called "nuit du Tournesol", described in great detail

in the fourth chapter of L'Amour fou. In the following August they

were married (AF 77).

It can be appreciated from these initial remarks that L'Air

de l'Sau and L'Amour fou should have a lot in commonj both are the

result of the new love which had entered Breton's life; and they

were written at more or less the same period."'' Furthermore, it will

be seen that there are a considerable number of similarities in

detail between the two works, so much so that one is tempted to

regard L'Amour fou as a prose-chronicle of the events evoked more

impressionistically and more hermetically in the poems of L'Air de

l'Eau. This will be one of the areas this chapter will explore,

but we also set out to examine the important themes of this recueil,

particularly the new strain of exoticism, as well as the images and

allusions Breton employs here.

Jacqueline herself has explained to Anna Balakian the circum¬

stances of the writing of L'Air de l'Eau:

"L'Air de l'Sau was written very shortly after my meeting with
Andr£ in about one week, which he spent in the outskirts of
Paris, at the edge of a little river. I don't remember the name
of the place, but he knew it well and loved it, and knew that it
was propitious to him.... This poem is entirely about me, or

1. Although L'Amour fou was not published until 1937» clear internal
evidence reveals that the opening chapters were written in the
Spring of 1934.
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better about us; he went off by himself, circumstances
having prevented me from following him at that moment.
I think, however, that it is clearer to say that he preferred
being alone to write it just as he stopped suddenly in our
walk across Paris the night of the 'Tournesol', detaching
himself as if better to note what was true..... After having
written L'Air de l'Eau he came back and read it to me, making
a commentary of it, explaining each sentence. But later I
have heard him say that he had all sorts of reservations
about analysis of what did not become immediately evident
in his own poems, as one cannot autoanalyse oneself completely.
It must also be remembered that automatic writing was over for
him at that period, and although always spontaneously born,
each sentence was worked over, endlessly, as a thing that is
foreseen and at the same time outlived." ^

Breton's predilection for interesting titles is evident once

more in this recueil. Philippe Audoin claims that it was taken
2from "1'antique thdorie de la circulation dldmentaire". However,

the homonym "air" creates at the outset multiple resonances.

If one considers first of all the elemental meaning of the

word "air" ("air", "atmosphere"), one finds in the title a surreal

juxtaposition of elements, which recalls the occultists' notion of

the marriage of elements and also Breton's interest in astrology,

which had led him to the earlier title of Poisson soluble.^
The "air" of the title can be interpreted also as meaning

"tune", "melody", in which case the poems of the collection become

Surrealist verbal "water music". As water is generally considered

to be the feminine element, it is appropriate that the recueil in¬

spired by Breton's new bride and dominated by images of Woman should

1. In Balakian, A., Andrd Breton, p.143.
2. Audoin, P., Breton, p.134.
3. Breton was born on February 18th, 1896 and regarded himself as

a Piscean. Although many astrologers regard as Pisceans people
born between February 19th and March 20th, these dates are
somewhat fluid. If, however, one regards Breton as being born
under Aquarius (January 20th to February 18th) and combines the
elements associated with these two signs of the Zodiac, Air
(Aquarius) and Water (Pisces), the choice of these two elements
in the title L'Air de l'Eau would be explained by virtue of the
fact that Breton's birthdate comes at the transition from
Aquarius to Pisces.
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contain in its title the mention of water.

Similarly, the third meaning of the word "air" ("appearance",

"look") is not totally irrelevant to an analysis of the title, for

the phrase from the poem Toumesol, "l'air de nager", is discussed

by Breton in L'Amour fou and related explicitly to Jacqueline,

(cf. supra, pp.403-404)

The importance of the theme of Water in Breton's work has

been discussed by Alquid with reference to Bachelards

" 'Tout ce que le coeur ddsire peut toujours se rdduire §. la
figure de l'eau', a dit Claudel. Et Gaston Bachelard, qui
cite cette phrase, remarque que Claudel reve de trouver au
sein de la Terre 'une veritable eau essentiellej une eau
substantiellement religieuse. Ce lac souterrain revd par le
po&te visionnaire donnera ainsi un ciel souterrain.* II n'est
pas douteux que chez Breton, le monde de l'eau ne soit aussi,
S. bien des £gards, l'objet d'un espoir fondamental. Non que
I'eau soit li£e (comine,selon Bachelard, c'est souvent le cas)
h la purification. Elle l'est plutot i la fluidity du ddsir,
et oppose au monde d'une mati&re solide dont les objets se
peuvent construire en machines, un monde parent de notre en-
fance, ou ne rSgnent point les contraignantes lois de la
raison " ^

Thus water now becomes a symbol of the imagination and

desire, but these implicit themes of Le revolver 5. cheveux blancs

are clearly "embodied" in L'Air de 1'Eau by the theme of love.

*************

Desire pervades the entire collection. It is in this recueil

above all that Breton writes poems of love which can be compared to

the love-poetry of Desnos and Eluard. Whereas the inspiration of

Breton's first wife, Simone, is rarely perceived in his poems, here

Jacqueline becomes the archetypal Muse„ comparable to the Beatrice

of Dante or the Gala of Dali.

As in both Les Vases communicants and L'Amour fou, Breton in

1. Alquid, F., Fhilosophie du surr£alisme, p.104.
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L'Air de l'Eau is occasionally preoccupied with the problem of

creating the right social, economic and moral conditions for love.

In the poem which is a tribute to the Marquis de Sade Breton acknow¬

ledges not only the importance Sade attaches to desire but also his

love of freedom and, conversely, his awareness of the need for a

greater freedom in love:

"II n'a ceas4 de jeter les ordres mystdrieux
Qui ouvrent une br&che dans la nuit morale
C'est par cette br&che que je vois
Les grandes ombres craquantes la vieille £corce min£e
Se dissoudre
Pour me permettre de t'aimer
Comme le premier homme aima la premiSre femme
En toute liberty
Cette liberty
Pour laquelle le feu meme s'est fait homme". (CT I65)

One is reminded at the beginning of this extract with the allusion

to "une brSche dans la nuit morale" - a further image of revelation

and enlightenment in the darkness - of the opening of Violette

Nozi&res, but it is perhaps the second half of the quotation which

is both more important and more striking in its simplicity. Accor¬

ding to Breton, the Promethean spirit of Sade must not be extingu¬

ished, but rather the flame must be fanned. Breton is encouraged

by certain anecdotes he has read. In L1Humanity he had seen a

moving article about the greater freedom women were beginning to

enjoy in Oirat and proceeds to incorporate this into the material

of his poem:

"Je lisais tout & l'heure dans l'Humanit£
Qu'en Olrotie
Dans une contr£e ot!i toutes les jolies filles il y a vingt ans
Etaient vendues aux beys
La femme ayant acquis maintenant le droit de disposer d'elle-meme
On avait pu voir
Un jeune homme apporter It une jeune fille un petit bouquet".

(CT 176)

Earlier in the same poem, Et mouvement encore Breton
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recalls a story he had once read in a travel-book about the love of

a shipwrecked sailor and a native girl, a story he repeats a decade

or so later in Martinique charmeuse de serpents. In the poem from

L'Air de l'Bau this simple theme of communication through love is

conveyed thus:

"Je pense tl un trSs ancien livre de voyages
Oft l'on conte qu'un marin abandonnd dans l'uno de ces iles
S'dtait dpris si dperdument d'une indig&ne
Et s'en dtait fait si dperdument aimer
Qu'ils parvenaient h dchanger sur toutes choses des
impressions parfois tr5s subtiles

Au moyen d'un langage unique de caresses". (CT 175)

It is this subtlety of nuances that Breton recreates, paradoxically

in one sense, naturally in another, in words.

Breton goes on to claim that Jacqueline has the same effect

on himj he feels that the kind of love shared by the sailor and the

native girl can still exist, even nowadays:

"Mais las dvdneiaents modemes ne sont pas forodment ddpouillds
de tout sens original et final

Et la rencontre
Elective vraiment comma elle peut l'etre
Da l'homme et de la femme
Toi que je ddcouvre et qui restes pour moi toujours

S. ddcouvrir....
Met en branle una sdrie de phdnom&nes tr&s rdels
Qui concourent h la formation d'un monde distinct
De nature A faire honte A ce que nous apercevrions
A son ddfaut
De celui-ci". (CT 175-6)

Love is portrayed in its dynamic qualities of constant dis¬

covery, perpetual "devenir": the repetition of the verb "ddcouvrir"

and the length of the line in the middle of this extract in which

it occurs stress this point. The value of this elective love is

emphasized in L'Amour fou and justified by reference to both Engels

and Freud. Et mouvement encore.... is an important poem, for it

expresses the confidence Breton places in love; love is here envi¬

saged as an agent for social reform} according to Breton, the world
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can be improved through love.

Despite the interest of these fairly abstract aspects of

love, the particular merit of L'Air de l'Eau resides more in its

evocation of Jacqueline and of Breton's love for her. Much has

been written and said about the role of the "femme-fde" in Surreal¬

ist literature; but Jacqueline, in the eyes of Breton, is seen more

precisely as a modern undine. The word "ondine" occurs but once in

L'Air de l'Eau, in the poem II allait etre cinq heures du matin

It is nevertheless the major motif of the recueil, for it is

strongly supported by allusions and anecdotes in L'Amour fou and

by suggestions of sirens and naiads in the poems.

The explanation of the phrase from Tournesol, "l'air de nager",

reveals the reason why Breton should consider Jacqueline as the

embodiment of the concept of water as the feminine elementi she was

a member of an aquatic show, in which she performed an underwater

dance routine.

As her pose changes, however, the "ondine" is transformed

into a mermaid or a siren. One cannot help thinking of the Lorelei,

made famous by Heine, Brentano and Apollinaire, as one reads the

following lines from Je reve je te vois :

"Tu es assise sur le haut tabouret de corail
Devant ton miroir toujours a son premier quartier
Deux doigts sur l'aile d'eau du peigne
Et en meme temps
Tu reviens de voyage tu t'attardes la derni&re dans la grotte
Ruisselante d'Eclairs". (CT l6l)

Breton's private Lorelei, sitting at her dressing-table,

combing her cascading hair, leaves him spellbound, in a daze, in a

dream. In her image, reflected in each of the mirrors, Breton sees

the legendary enchantress superimposed on herself; he then sees her
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in varied postures, sleeping and waking, naked and clothed, before

bringing the poem to a thrilling climax;

"Tes bras au oentre desquels tourne le cristal de la rose
des vents

Ma fontaine vivante de 3ivas". (CT 162)

Fused with the water, embodying the magnetism implicit in the refer¬

ence to the compass, she lures Breton to her, as the Lorelei and

the water-nymphs in the legends exercised their fatal attraction

over 3ailors, fishermen and valiant knights.

Although it is Jacqueline herself who has suggested to Breton

the idea of an undine or a Lorelei, he refers also, in Et mouvement

encore...to the luring of sailors by sirens;

"Les premiers navigateurs & la recherche moins de pays
Que de leur propre cause
Yoguent dtemellement dans la voix des sir&nes". (CT 176)

Whereas the legendary habitat of the "ondine" is in or near

a lake, stream or river, the bathroom and the bedroom are the

customary settings in L'Air de 1'Eau. As Jacqueline gets out of her

bed, her legs unfurl the sheets around her like the wings of a swan.

("lis vont tes membres ddployant.....", CT 174). Likewise the

phrase "Et tout l'adorable ddshabilld de l'aau" (CT 163) suggests

the "mystere drotique" the Surrealists, and others, associate with

the "3alle de bains". As Maxime Alexandre points out,

"Ce qui est incontestable, c'est que l'dl&nent liquide,
riviferes, lacs, mers, bains publics ou privd3, se trouve
toujours entourd de representations £rotiques encourageantes
pour 1'imagination." 1

The painting by Paul Delvaux, Les Hymphes des Eaux (1938), though it

places the naiads in the context of tempestuous seas flooding city-

streets, brings out clearly water's latent eroticism, since the

1. dmoires d'un surrdaliste, p.43.
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naked female figures are nubile embodiments of sexual desire,

(v. SP 82)

Of course, the association of water with the erotic further

reinforces the conception of water as the feminine element, though

one is left to conjecture which came first.

The latent eroticism of the bathroom and bedroom scenes

evoked in L'Air de l'Sau forms part of the "drotique-voild" mention¬

ed at the end of chapter I of L'Amour fou as one of the criteria of

"la beautd convulsive" (v. supra, p.244)5 but one or two other

erotic themes and motifs are found in these poems. The recueil

opens with a poem, Monde dans un baiser, which is, in part, the

evocation of sensations created by a kiss. Au beau demi-.jour....

ends with the tender yet sensual kiss Breton gives to his new loves

"J'eus le temps de poser mes ldvres
Sur tes cuisses de verre". (CT 169)

In the final poem, as Breton imagines himself watching from his

window Jacqueline returning home, he thinks of the stockinged legs

in the shop-window further down the streets

"II y a dans une vitrine rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette
Deux belles jambes croisdes prises dans de hauts bas
Qui s'dvasent au centre d'un grand trdfle blanc". (CT 18l)

In 1934 Jindrich Styrsky produced a picture, entitled quite simply

Collage, which likewise displays this motif, though there the eroti¬

cism is stronger, for the crossed legs clasp tightly between them an

elaborate knife, (v. SP 209). This is the kind of motif found in

Aragon's Le Paysan de Paris, illustrating the erotic aspect of "le

merveilleux moderne". Yet basically the erotic touches in L'Air de

l'Aau possess a veil of purity, which is rarely and only fleetingly

removed.
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When Breton begins a poem (CT 166) with the line, "J'ai

devant moi la f£e du sel", one thinks that at last he is introduc¬

ing into L'Air de l'Eau a more conventional Surrealist "femme-fde"

rather than the undine or the Lorelei, but the "fde du sel", too,

is a water-fairy; her lamb-embroidered dress sweeps right down to

the sea and she shines in the sunlight "comme un lustre d'eau vive".

So great is the power of this modern undine that she is able

to endow the earth itself with some of the properties of her

element s

"Mais la terre dtait pleine de reflets plus profonds que ceux
de l»eau". (CT 168)

There results a fusion of the sea and a wood. The wood is described

in terms of the sea, and sea-creatures surround the undine and her

lover:

"Et toi couchde sur l'effroyable mer de pierreries
Tu tournais
Nue
Dans un grand soleil de feu d'artifice
Je te voyais descendre lentement des radiolaires
Les coquilles meme de l'oursin j'y dtais". (CT I68-I69)

Although the water-nymph and siren figures in L'Air de l'Eau

are evidently inspired by Jacqueline, the explicit association bet¬

ween her and an undine is made in L'Amour fou. The first reference

there to the "ondine" comes, however, before the "Nuit du Tournesol"

and has apparently no connection with Jacqueline: it is the

expression in the incident of the waitress, (v. supra, p.250)

Later in the book, however, in a lyrical declaration of love

inspired by the Eden-like setting of the Orotava Garden in Tenerife,

Breton addresses his wife as "Ondine":

"Mais toi, toi qui m'accompagnes, Ondine, toi dont j'ai
pressenti sans en avoir jamais rencontr£ de semblables les
yeux d'aubier, je t'aime a la barbe de Barbe-Bleue et par
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le diamant de l'air des Canaries qui fait un seul bouquet
de tout ce qui croit jalousement seul en tel ou tel point
de la surface de la terre. Je t'aime jusqu'S. me perdre
dans 1'illusion qu'une fenetre est pratiqude dans un p^tale
du datura trop opaque ou trop transparent, que je suis seul
ici sous l'arbre et qu'a un signal qui se fait merveilleuse-
ment attendre je vais aller te rejoindre dans la fleur
fascinante et fatale." (AF 86)

"Ondine" would seem to have become Breton's pet-name for Jacqueline.

At times, the glorification of Woman in L'Air de l'Eau goes almost

as far as canonization: Breton sees Her surrounded by a nimbus,

fused in light:

"Tu es d'abord tout enti&re fondue dans le brillant". (CT 180)

**************

Given the importance of the bedroom and the bathroom scenes

in the poems of L'Air de l'Eau, it is to be expected that a number

of them should be set in the night: L'aigle sexuel exulte

(CT 163-164), Tou.jours pour la premiere fois (CT 180-1), or at

the break of day.

In fact, the moment of dawn is the magic hour for Breton,

marking the passage from night to day, from dream to reality, from

darkness to light.

The first lines of two of the most significant poems of

L'Air de l'Sau simply refer to the break of day: Au beau demi-.jour

de 1934 (CT 168-9) and II allait etre cinq heures du matin....

(CT 172-3). Allusions to the dawn are dotted, however, around the

remaining texts:

"Au petit matin dans les luzernes illustres" (CT 157)»

"Ce matin encore ces draps se sont lev^s ont fait voile avec
toi d'un lit prismatique" (CT 174)»

"C'est un champ de jasmins que j'ai contempld a l'aube sur une
route aux environs de Grasse" (CT 180).
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In just these three examples, however, one sees how Breton

brings variety to the moment, as to the poems, by using different

temporal expressions, and this suggests that Breton perceives the

break of day not just in abstract terms but as a source of constant

wonder and delight, varying with the seasons, the settings and the

weather.

Though the poems are set by and large in Paris, in the

nuptial bedroom and bathroom, with the occasional reference to place-

names in Paris (the Rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette in Breton's own quar¬

ter, m^tro-stations, the Hospice de la Maternity near where Jacque¬

line lived before their marriage), they possess an aura which is

sometimes more reminiscent of a fairy-world or a wonderland. Their

atmosphere is that of a Midsummer Night's Dream, for which the

presence of the "ondine" is primarily responsible. In the poem,

A ta place, je me mdfierais du chevalier de paille there is

even a reference to an enchanted copse, which is the arena of

further marvels:

"Dans le taillis enchants
06 le chasseur £paule un fusil 6 crosse de faisan
Ces feuilles qui sont la monnaie de Danad
Lorsqu'il m'est donn£ de t'approcher 6 ne plus te voir
D'^treindre en toi ce lieu jaune ravag£
Le plus £clatant de ton oeil
06 les arbres volent
06 les b&timents commencent 6 etre secou^s d'une gaiety de
mauvais aloi

06 les jeux du cirque se poursuivent avec un luxe effr^nd
dans la rue". (CT 178)

After this copse where the leaves of the trees fall like

golden rain, Au beau demi-jour evokes a wood, at the edge of

which stands a tree with cigarette-paper leaves, but the whole set¬

ting has a quivering, fragile delicacy. The magic is created by

the imminent arrival of Jacqueline and reflects the poet's feeling
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of anticipation.

She is merged with the woodland flowers, just as the forest

was merged with the sea. The magic feeling is further enhanced by

the line,

"Tous les prestiges se hataient ma rencontre". (CT 168)

Yet there is never anything sinister in this sorcery: the

imagery of magic has a remarkable purity. The reader's impression

that this poem is becoming a Surrealist Midsummer Night's Bream is

strengthened by the arrival of the squirrel in the next line,

especially as there appears to be a close connection, for Breton,

between the squirrel and his new love, for the image of the squirrel

occurred to him the first time he saw Jacqueline, even before he

spoke to her:

"Contre toute apparence, je me demandais si je n'avais pas
aperqu pour qu'on m'entrainat ainsi dans le plus mer-

veilleux chemin des £coliers. II finit tout de meme par me
mener quelque part, a une station quelconque de vdhicules.
Un pas de plus, de moins et, fort £tonn4, le visage que
j'avais follement craint de ne jamais revoir se trouvait
tourn£ vers moi de si pr&s que son sourire h cette seconde
me laisse aujourd'hui le souvenir d'un dcureuil tenant une
noisette verte." (AF 52-53)

Jacqueline's slim, petite, delicate figure has the quick, lithe

grace of a squirrel, just as the woman evoked in I'Union libre

suggested to Breton the image of an otter. Furthermore, the final

chapter of L'Amour fou is written in the form of a letter addressed

to their daughter, who is given the fanciful pet-name, Eousette de

Noireuil, which is a transformation of the original description of

Jacqueline as an "dcureuil tenant tine noisette verte".

As Au beau demi-jour progresses, the fairyland atmos¬

phere grows yet more intense:
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"Le ciel entre les feuilles luisait hagard et dur comme une
libellule

J'allais fermer les yeux
Quand les deux pans du bois qui s'6taient brusquement
£cart£s s'abattirent

Sans bruit
Comme les deux feuilles centrales d'un muguet immense
D'une fleur capable de contenir toute la nuit
J'^tais oi tu me vois
Dans le parfum sonn£ h toute vol£e". (CT 169)

The size of the lily-of-the-valley has the effect of trans¬

forming the protagonists into dainty, Lilliputian figures; the

brief line "sans bruit" evokes not just the silence but also the

suspense.

The same air of "faerie" pervades Le poisson-telescope..

The poet and his love are again admitted into a surreal Disneyland;

"J'habite au coeur d'un de ces chardons
Oil tes cheveux sont des poign6es de portes sous-marines
Des anses & saisir les trdsors
Nous pouvons aller et venir dans les pieces frissonnantes
Sans crainte errer dans la foret de jets d'eau". (CT 159)

Breton evokes a microcosm, in the literal or etymological

sense, if not the normal modern sense, of the word; his eyes are

not focussed on the horizon, yet the images still rely on the ana¬

logies the poet perceives between man and naturej his glimpses of

the way in which the softness of thistledown reminds him of the

silky quality of the beloved's hair, which in turn suggests the

trailing grace of seaweed in water or the coral portals of some

submarine Palais Id6al, parted or opened to reveal, if only for a

moment, the promise of treasure-troves; it is imagery of constant

interchange, of constant movement, of constant osmosis.

The theme of dreams, is, of course, present in the very idea

of a Midsummer Night's Dream atmosphere, and the particular approp¬

riateness of the moment of dawn, which is so frequently the time of

day at which these poems are set, has been seen to be related to



520.

the transition from dream to reality.

The Lorelei image is, to some extent, an oneiric image, as

the title, or rather the first line of the poem in which it

occurs, Je reve ,je te vois....»indicates. Moreover, although the

opening poem Monde dans un baiser is in part the evocation of

sensations created by a kiss, it seems to contain also oneiric

sequences. The introduction to the following hallucinatory tableau

indicates that its source may well be a dream:

"Tout devient opaque je vois passer le carrosse de la nuit
Traind par les axolotls & souliers bleus
Entrde scintillante de la voie de fait qui m&ne au tombeau
Pav£ de paupi&res avec leurs cils". (CT 157)

The constant switches in this text, as in other poems of

L'Air de l'Kau, could be pointers to the oneiric origin of certain

extracts. In Monde dans un baiser there appears to be a

movement to and fro between circus scenes and American Indian

scenes: "le joueur a baguettes de coudrier", "les axolotls & sou¬

liers bleus", "des aigrettes", "une dcuy&re debout sur un cheval",

"la tente ddcor^e de bisons bleus".

Nonetheless, the central figure in the dreams and daydreams

of L'Air de l'Eau, as in the poems evoking sequences of the waking

hours, remains Jacqueline.

*****************

Certain of the motifs in Monde dans un baiser point,

however, to a new development in Breton's poetry, as far as their

subject-matter is concerned: the exoticism which will dominate some

of Breton's works of the 1940's (e.g. Xdnonhiles, Martinique char-

meuse de serpents) is quietly starting to make its appearance. It

is as if Jacqueline is bringing Breton out of himself and opening
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his eyes onto the world; she is really beginning to act as a

mediatrix between the poet and the universe.

The curious thing is that b'Air de l'Eau was written before

the two major journeys overseas made by the Bretons in the 1930's,

to the Canary Isles (1935) and to Mexico (1930)» though Jacqueline

has suggested that Breton may have been thinking of the projected

trip to the Canaries when he was composing L'Air de l'Sau.1
Monde dans un baiser. seems to prefigure Breton's subse¬

quent visits to North and Central America. Apart from the allusions

to Red Indians and their wigwams, many of the zoological and botani¬

cal motifs are exotict "singes-lions", "axolotls", "aigrettes",

"bisons bleus", "le gigantesque scolopendre". The flight of a

flock of egrets, reputed to be one of the most spectacular, one of

the most colourful sights Nature has to offer, is followed by the

image in the second poem of a thousand birds of paradise suddenly

taking wing. The most brilliant spectacles of Nature are there¬

fore evoked by the beauty of Jacqueline.

In the final sequence of Je reve je te vois..... the figure

of Jacqueline, reflected and multiplied, probably by the dressing-

table mirrors, suggests a series of Oriental impressions (CT 162).

Breton thinks of "le seul papillon vert qui hante lea sommets de

l'Asie". Jacqueline's arms remind the poet in turn of a snake

sinuously swaying to the strains of an unseen charmer and then of
2

the fountains of Sivas.

1. v. Balakian, A., Andrd Breton, p.143.
2. The image of the manifold arms, coupled with the allusion to Asia,

calls to mind statues of the god Shiva, who likewise is often de¬
picted surrounded by serpents. Also Shiva's wife is usually por¬
trayed with numerous arms. There may be at the end of this poem
a subconscious connection between Shiva and the Turkish town of
Sivas - though the image of the fountains presents an attractive
picture of Jacqueline's slender, graceful arms.
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In Yeux zinzolins Jacqueline is described as a "petite

Babylonienne". She herself has an exotic air about her , as is

evinced by Breton's initial description of her in L'Amour fou:

"Cette jeune femme qui venait d'entrer dtait comme entourde
d'une vapeur - vetue d'un feu? - Tout se ddcolorait, se
glagait aupr&s de ce teint revd sur un accord parfait de
rouill£ et de verts l'ancienne Egypte, une petite fougSre
inoubliable rampant au mur intdrieur d'un trSs vieux puits,
le plus vaste, le plus profond et le plus noir de tous ceux
sur lesquels je me suis penchd, a Villeneuve-les-Avignon,
dans les ruines d'une ville splendide du XIVe si&cle frangais
aujourd'hui abandonnde aux bohdmiens." (AP 50)

The most sustained exoticism in the recueil occurs, however,

in Et mouvement encore.,., and On me dit que la-bas In the

former (the first of Breton's poems to be set in part in the South

Sea Islands he comes to admire so much), in addition to the two

anecdotes mentioned earlier in this chapter (v. supra,pp.510-511),

Breton speaks of a nostalgia for a Golden Age. In L'Amour fou the

Orotava Garden likewise leads Breton to thoughts of a lost Eden

(AP 86-89). The title of the film L'^ge d'Or, made in 1930 by

Bunuel and Dalishad, of course, suggested the same theme. In

L'Amour fou the concept of a Golden Age is linked explicitly with

the idea of the complete love which can exist between a man and a

woman and both are related to the theme of transmutations

"Dans un tel amour existe bien en puissance un veritable age
d'or en rupture complete avec l'age de boue que traverse
1'Europe et d'une richesse indpuisable en possibility
futures." (AP 88)

Implicitly L'Air de l'Eau suggests the same idea, for its

love-poems evoke not just a wonderland but also a paradise. On me

dit que la-bas..... has a veritable Garden of Eden location which,

just as Monde dans un baiser..... prefigures Breton's visits to

North and Central America, points to his trip to the Canaries with
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the poem,: ore presumably the beaches of Puerto de la Cruz, the

image of the "immense pic fumant de neige" bears an extremely

close resemblance to the great Pico del Teide which dominates the

island of Tenerife, and the yellow birds now associated with the

name of the group of islands are evoked in a superb image, "sous

un second soleil de serins sauvages". In this poem, as in the

chapter of L*Amour fou inspired by the Canaries, Breton thinks

in terms of a "paradis perdu". Yet the distant covintry Breton

describes in On me dit que lik-baa...... seems to draw all its

light from the life of the woman Breton is addressingi

"Quel est done ce pays lointain
Qui semble tirer toute sa lumi&re de ta vie
II tremble bien r£el k la pointe de tes cils
Doux a ta carnation comme un linge inmat^riel
Frais sorti de la malle entrouverte des ages". (CT 179)

From this new Pandora's box not only hope but also beauty emerges

to oppose the ills of mankind.

Besides the exotic zoological motifs referred to already,

L'Air de l'Sau, like Breton's other reoueils, is full of very

specialized vocabulary - animal, vegetable and mineral. This cre¬

ates an effect of preciosity, which heightens the fairyland atmos¬

phere. Despite the allusions to bison, wanderoo, squirrels,

stoats, to egrets, birds of paradise, canaries, to fish, reptiles

and insects, this recueil is marked above all by a dominance of

botanical motifs; "coreopsis", "luzemes", "chardons", "nenthe

poivr^e", "belladone", "prunellier", "nielle", "august", to name

but a few. Apart from the attraction of some of these names them¬

selves, the frequency of allusions to flowers and trees emphasizes
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continually the fact that the most significant cadre of L'Air de

l'Eau is the enchanted wood, which, as Roger Cardinal rightly

points out, is Romanticism's legacy to Surrealism. The elfin

figures wander at will between the flowers. Their world is similar

to that of the young hare in the opening sequence of Rimbaud's

poem Apr3 s le deluge i

" Un li3vre s'arrete dans las sainfoins et las
clochettes mouvantes et dit sa pri&re & 1'arc-en-ciel 3
travers la toile de l'araignde. Ohl les pierres prdcieuses
qui se cachaient, - les fleurs qui regardaient ddj3."

Whereas in Rimbaud's poem the initial innocence is quickly dis¬

pelled and replaced by disillusion, in 3reton's recueil the charm

is not broken.

Strangely enough, the enchanted wood is not so common in

Surrealist painting, where the seashore, the desert and the luxuri¬

ant jungle are perhaps more frequent settings. The forest has been

featured in the work of Oscar Dominguez and Andrd Kasson, but the

atmosphere of the woodland scenes in i'Air de l'Eau is perhaps best

oaptured by a Surrealist artist in the nearly contemporary canvas

of Max Ernst, La nature & 1'aurora (1937) (v. SP 158). Significant¬

ly it is with the Rhineland woods that Breton associates Max Ernst:

"Ce n'est pas en vain que Max Ernst passe pour etre nd 3
Cologne sur une des bouches du serpent liquid© qui se plait
comme nulle autre 3. attiser l'dpde, le Rhin dans quoi se
peignent les ensorcelantes filles aux blonds cheveux sans
fin quand nous avons vingt ans....." (SP 159)

A few pages later in the same text Breton adds further interesting

observations:

"C'est 13 que se place sa grande retraite dans la foret.
Ermite? Oui et plus assidgd qu'aucun saint et pris avec la
femme dans un seul dcrin de ohair. Le soleil ne sait que

In The Art of Criticism (ed. P.H. Hurse), Edinburgh University
Press, 19^9» p.270, note 12.
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couronner cette foret - las futs des arbres so serrent pour
ne rien laisser passer de l'ext&rieur, Ici nous touchons au
grand secret. Avez-vous vu un oiseau-lyre, en proie &
1'amour, exdcuter sa danse mim^tique parmi les foug&res?
C'e3t, avec cslui de la sensitive, le seul £moi qui se com¬
munique & perte de vue. Troisi5me commandement: vous mettez
hors d'atteinte et vous recrderez sans cesse votre ddsir."

(SP 164)

Though these words, written in 1942, are Breton's way of evoking

the world of Max Ernst, it should already be obvious that they

apply equally well to the poetic universe of L'Air de 1'Sau, allud¬

ing as they do to the "serpent liquide" that is the Hhine, to "en-

sorcelante8 filles aux blonds eheveux", to the union of man and

woman "dans un seul 6crin de chair", to the "oiseau-lyre en proie

& 1'amour", to the "foug&res", to the "sensitive" (about whose

properties Breton writes in L'Amour fou) and to the supreme impor¬

tance of desire.

Just as the features noticed first of all in Rimbaud's

postdiluvian world were flowers and precious stones, so in L'Air

de l'Eau the flowers and trees are accompanied by images of

precious stones, minerals and crystals: Iceland Spar, eye-agate,

emeralds, coral, "le cuivre de Vdnus". They , too, create an effect

of preciosity, but, what is more important, some of them illustrate

the new principle of "la beautd convulsive", extolled by Breton in

the opening chapter of L'Amour fou. There one discovers that

crystals and preclmig stones are aesthetically pleasing to Breton

and are therefore ideally suited to the conveying of the delight

Breton feels in the presence of his beloved. In the image of the

"miroir toujours & son premier quartier" in the poem beginning

Je reva ie te vols.... (CT l6l) and the idea of superimposed reflec¬

tions there is the suggestion of a resemblance between the mirror

and crystal. In L'Amour fou the mirror is envisaged as a device
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which reflects the state of one's love (cf. supra, p.255)*

The interest of this image resides not in its hackneyed basic

idea, but in the fact that Breton conceives of a whole network of

mirrors which brings out the manifold facets of his relationship

with Jacqueline; and Breton's refusal to be content with the obvious

image leads him to modify it in a different way near the end of the

book where he employs the "mirror of love" idea to analyse the

reasons behind a temporary discord between lovers:

" le rairoir de 1'amour entre deux etres est-il sujet k
se brouiller du fait de ciroonstances totalement dtrang&res
k l'amour et & se ddcouvrir d'un seul coup & l'expiration
de ces circonstances? Gui." (AF 126)

The clouding of the mirror has the effect of destroying the

mutual gaze, the mutual bond between the lovers, of taking away

the experience of revelation.

* * # * *##»#**##»

Though Breton is a poet who believes in "l'amour absolu"

shared by a man and a woman, though L'Air de l'Eau is his major

collection of love-poems, despite the touches of eroticism in this

recueil, the most important anatomical motifs are still the eyes

and hands (or arms). Yet there are a number of allusions to the

woman's nakedness:

"Tu es nue la balle de sureau rebondit encore" (CT l6l),

"Tu tournais/Kue/lians un grand soleil de feu d'artifice". (CT 168)

In general, however, this nakedness is more a sign of innocence, as

was the nakedness of Adam and Eve in their Garden of Eden, though

in the poem, Au beau demi-jour de 1934....... the sight of his
\

beloved's nakedness does spur Breton on to plant a kiss on her

"cuisses de verre".
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Jacqueline's hair, described at their first meeting as "de

pluie claire sur des marronniers en fleur", (AF 51) is the tenor of

a couple of the arbitrary metaphors in Le poisson-tdlesoope

cited earlier (cf. supra, p.519)*
" ...un de ces chardons
Oft tea cheveux sont des poign^es de portes sous-marines
Les anses saisir les trdsors". (CT 159)

These images perhaps serve to illustrate the point that

Jacqueline's tresses are keys to the "surreal" wonderland, whether

it be seen in terms of a submarine castle or a fantastic treasure-

trove. If, as 3reton claims, the automatic image is possessed of

convulsive beauty, these images may evoke the splendour of rain¬

drops glistening on a chestnut-blossom, whioh, although equally

arbitrary, is a far more pleasant way of describing the attraction

of a woman's hair.

Her flesh inspires a superb series of images which close the

same poem:

"Ta chair arrosde de 1'envoi de mille oiseaux de paradis
Est une haute flamme couchde dans la neige
La neige de t'avoir trouv^e
La descents de lit de loup blanc h perte de vue". (CT 160)

The elemental fusion possibly evokes the existence side by

side in Jacqueline of passion and purity, of emotion and reserve.

The flight of the birds of paradise suggests magnificently her

ethereal qualities and her iridescent beauty.

The faraway land which is the setting of On me dit que l&-bas...

is seen to quiver at the tips of Jacqueline's eye-lashes, as if it

is seen only through her eyes, as if it is she who guides Breton to

the spectacular sights of Nature. If Breton is becoming a great

Nature-poet, it is because his own eyes are opened by the eyes of

his new love, the "yeux zinzolins de la petite Babylonienne trop

blanche", which open one of the finest poems of this fine recueil.

The striking adjective of colour is particularly appropriate, since
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the reddish-purple dye was obtained from sesame, and because of this

we are reminded of the tale of Ali Baba, where the magic words,

"Sesame ouvre-toi", opened the gates of the treasure-cave.

The poem, however, is inspired not only by Jacqueline's eyes,

but also by her hands:

"Quand s'ouvre comme une crois<5e sur un jardin nocturne
La main de Jacqueline X", (CT 170)

The relationship between hands and eyes is discussed in an article

by Jean Roudaut, Un geste, un regard. He explains first of all

their basic difference:

"L'oeil est toujours rattachd 3. la personne. La main au
contraire, et particuli&rement dans Nad.ja, tend a etre
ind^pendante." 1

He then goes on to discuss their similarities:

"L'oeil et la main sont les instruments de la mise en

contact, du rapprochement inopin£, et n£cessaire, de
rdalit£s distantes (ce que ne sont ni le gout, ni l'odorat;
on sait d'autre part en quelle suspicion Breton tient la
musique); ils sont des organes de contemplation ou de
prehension, et d'union de soi a ce qui est vu ou touch£."

This latter point is the important one; but whereas the union

"par le regard" tends to be spiritual, the touch of the hand is,

above all, the expression of plyslcal contact. The communicating

functions of the eyes and hands are therefore complementary.

To justify his claim that hands and eyes are instruments of

the union of opposites, Roudaut quotes firstly an example from

Le Surr^alisme et la Feinture:

"L'eau et le feu se conjurent vertigineusement dans les
yeux verts d'une femme rousse",3

1. In Andrd Breton et le mouvement surrealists, NRP, April 1967,
p.837.

2. jitl•, p. 838.
3. id., p.839«
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and secondly one from Nad.ia, where the heroine, looking at a flaming

hand over the Seine, claims that:

" .le feu et l'eau sont la m§me chose.(cf. supra, p.209)

###*♦****♦*#*»**»

Hands and eyes, for 3reton, seem therefore to be related to

the fusion of elements, and, of course, the juxtaposition or fusion

of air and water is an aspect of the title of the recueil. This

initial fusion of elements is then reinforced in the text of the

poems by further examples. Apart from the splendid image from Le

poisson-telescope. ♦.. (the "haute flamine couch<5e dans la neige")

earth, fire and water are fused in the faixy forest of Au beau

demi-.iour (v. supra, p.515). In Monde dans un baiser

the two elements in the title of the recueil are brought together

once more:

".Dehors l'air essaye les gents de gui
our un comptoir d'eau pure". (CT 153)

The smooth surface of the water reminds Breton of the bars in the

cafds of Paris, and the mistletoe is presumably blown by the breeze

above the water. In modified form the same elemental fusion occurs

at the very end of L'aigle sexuel exulte.....:

"dt les carri&res de chair bourdonnent seules au premier rayon
Lenversd dans oe rayon
Je prends l'empreinte de la mort et de la vie
A l'air liquid©". (CT I64)

Though presumably inspired by the previous allusion to snow,

the phrase "l'air liquide" is still surprising and pleasing to the

mind and senses alike.

1» In Andrdi Breton et le rnouvement surrdaii3te,HRF, April 19671
p.839.
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Likewise sea and land are fused in the final line of On me

dit que l&-bas..... in an image which evokes the foam on the crest of

the waves in terms of apple-blossoms

"Tout le pommier en fleur de la mer". (CT 179)

(From such fusions of opposites, of course, the "surreal" is

supposed to be born).

However, as we pointed out at the beginning of this chapter,

the title-phrase "L'Air de l'Eau", may have other meanings, meanings

which would justify the preponderance of water-images in this

recueil. The "baguettes de coudrier" mentioned in Monde dans un

baiser are the traditional instruments of the water-diviner;

water is the natural element of the telescope-carp; elsewhere there

are allusions to icebergs, the casting of anchors, reefs putting to

sea, in addition to the water-images already cited with particular

reference to the "ondine".

One could regard the elemental fusions as indications of the

growing influence of hermeticism on Breton's poetry, but they may

simply be evocations, conscious or subconscious, of the theme of

union, the union between a man and a woman, which is the principal

thread running through L'Air de l'Eau.

**************

The elementary fusions, when interpreted literally, however,

constitute negations of elementary physical properties. In a

recueil whose principal setting is a wondrous fairy-world, this cate¬

gory of image ought to be conspicuous. Yet apart from the allusion

to the "second soleil de serins", it is very difficult in practice

to separate images negating elementary physical properties from
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visually hallucinatory images. In both there is the quality of

"ddpaysement", which is partly created by Breton's use of the geni-

tival metaphor, as in the gruesome "lampes de visc&res" in Le mar¬

quis de Sade....

A number of "d^paysements" rely on the substitution of glass

for the normal material of an objects "journal de verre", "cuisses

de verre"; but whereas the glass-metaphors in Nadja suggest, conven¬

tionally, the idea of transparence, the image of the "cuisses de

verre" evokes the coolness and smoothness of the woman's thighs, and

the explanation of the glass newspaper may be that it is seen through

the shop-windows to which Breton refers two lines earlier. (CT I64)

In other visual hallucinatory images the effect of "ddpaysement" is

created by the use of surreal colours 1 "ros£e noire", "bisons bleus",

"axolotls §. souliers bleus", and even "£toiles rousses" (cf. the

expression "lune rousse", on which it is presumably based). All

these examples bear witness to the readiness of the Surrealist poet

to give full vent to his desire, which Breton in L1Amour fou dis¬

cusses in connection with the image.

Two interesting examples of aural surrealism are found in

L'Air de l'Bau. When one reads the poem Je reve je te vois....,

one comes to the lines:

"J'dcoute siffler m^lodieusement
Tes bras innombrables". (CT 162)

One'sfirst impression is that it is the woman's arms which are

whistling; but the next line corrects the original impression:

"Serpent unique dans tous les arbres".

The arms of the woman in the superimposed pictorial images remind

the poet of snakes. Once this is understood, it is quite easy to
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see how Breton case to attribute the sound usually associated with

snakes to a woman*s arms. Furthermore, if there is some connection

between the fountains of Sivas mentioned at the end of the sequence

and the god Shiva (cf. supra, p.521, note 2), the reference to the

3nake would be even more appropriate, since Shiva is often depicted

surrounded by snakes. Thus, by simple association of ideas one

sometimes arrives at a rational interpretation of what seemed to be

a rather obsoure image.

In Toujours pour la premifere fois.... there is the lines

"Plus la cl6 chante h. la porte de la chambre inoonnue", (CT 180)

which recalls the image of the musical door in C16 de Sol (v. supra,

p.302). Interpreted literally, the singing key would be a pure case

of personification, but perhaps the imminent presence of Jacqueline

alters for the ear of the poet the sound of the key in the keyhole

and makes it melodious; what is usually a noise becomes a song. Or

alternatively, Jacqueline may be singing as she turns the key in

the door and Breton transfers the source of the song; but for Breton

at least the sound of the key becomes surreal.

In one poem, A ta place...., there is a specific reference to

the idea of hallucination, with which Breton explains the opening

sequence:

"A ta place je me m^fierais du chevalier de paille
Cette esp&ce de Roger dglivrant Angdlique
Leitmotiv ici des bouches de m£tro
Disposdes en enfilade dans tes cheveux
C'est une charraante hallucination lilliputienne". (CT 177)

The motif of the knight, together with the later allusion to the

"perron du chateau de la violence", gives the poem the flavour of a

medieval setting. To evoke the action of the knight Breton employs

one of his fairly rare explicit literary allusions, in which he
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refers to a hero and heroine in Orlando furiosQ) though he omits

the detail of the mythological "hippogriffe".

The customary images lending the mask of the abstract to

the concrete, or vice versa, still recur periodically, but because

of their largely verbal force, their attraction now seems weaker

than that of other categories.

The role of humorous images is even more diminished, though

in a recueil inspired by Breton's new experience of "l'amour fou",

this is hardly surprising. There is perhaps a touch of gentle

humour in the following lines from Et mouvement encore.... t

"Et je souris lorsqu'un ami me reproche non sans raison
De ne pas avoir en g£n£ral
Montr£ assez de defiance a l'3gard de cette obsession po^tique".

(CT 175)

There is also the odd hint of word-play, in the transfor¬

mation of the stock phrase, "homme de paille", into the image of

the "chevalier de paille", as in the homonymy and pleonasm in the

phrase "du sagittaire en fer de lance".

The arbitrary simile is still quietly rivalling the metaphor

in certain of the poems. There are two fine examples in the final

description of the woodland in Au beau demi-.jour... ♦ (cf. supra,

P.519).

The first comparison ("hagard et dur comme une libellule")

relies on surprise, for the idea of hardness is precisely the

opposite of what the motif of the dragonfly conventionally sug¬

gests; the second ("comme les deux feuilles centrales d'un immense

muguet"), on the other hand, succeeds on account of its very

precision and appropriateness in the context.

The gratuitous simile in II allait etre cinq heures du matin..,

"Un ver luisant
Soulevait comme une feuille Paris" (CT 172),
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corresponds perfectly to the magic atmosphere of the recueil.

A street-lamp or a light from a window presumably lies behind the

image of the glow-worm, lifting up the leaf of darkness as day

breaks over the city.

Nonetheless, it is possible that the importance of the

apparently arbitrary imagery in L'Air de l'Fau is less than in

Breton's previous Surrealist collections, simply because of the

greater import of the subject-matter. This opinion is held by

Clifford Browder, who makes the following comments on this collec¬

tion t

" Surrealist imagery still abounds, but each poem is
obviously related to the central theme of love and can often
be interpreted by reference to Breton's concepts of passion
and objective chance The poet's professions of love are
often self-explanatory, and the extravagant imagery accompanying
them seems only natural in the context. Furthermore, there is
even a tendency towards static description and coherent narra¬
tive, in which case the poetry loses in intensity but gains in
clarity." 1

We perceive, however, no loss in intensity in L'Air de l'Lau com¬

pared with the earlier recueils; on the contrary, these compact and

delicately passionate poems with their fragile clusters of images

mirror admirably the intensity of the poet's emotions.

Yet although the images, when extracted from their context,

may appear as gratuitous as their counterparts in Breton's earlier

collections, when they are read in the context of the poems of

L'Air de l'Fau one is not so struck by the quality of arbitrariness.

The element of surprise they possess seems natural in these new

settings. Moreover, the greater constancy of the subject-matter

has the effect of reducing the potential shock-impact of the images}

1. Anarg Breton, Arbiter of surrealism, p.163.
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but for Breton to convey accurately the freshness of his new ex¬

perience of love, the jaded metaphors of previous generations would

not be as appropriate as surrealist images with their novel motifs

and points of reference.

**************

As for their form, all the fourteen poems of L'Air de l'Kau

are fairly short and are written in the "vers libres" which have

become Breton's favourite poetic medium. Once more one cannot help

but notice the great contrast between the violence and the ferocity

which frequently mark Breton's polemical writings and the peaceful,

ethereal, translucent, quivering atmosphere which prevails in his

poems. In this recueil, and perhaps above all in texts such as

Je reve je te vois Au beau demi-jour and Yeux zinzolins...,

Breton reaches the summit of his achievement in the field of the

short poem. Not only in the evanescent flashes generated by suc¬

cessful images but also now in entire poems Breton creates the lyri¬

cal quality he desired to see in modern poetry. Occasionally it is

possible to locate the source of this lyricism in recurring leit-

motive, such as the phrase "Je chante" in Yeux zinzolins...., or

the use of the alliteration which is the hallmark of Eluard's

poetry, as in the line, "Sous un second soleil de serins sauvages",

in On me dit que la-bas

One has the impression at times, however, with these untitled

poems, that they have no real beginning or end, that they are ex¬

tracts from some greater poem; they possess a quality of timeless-

ness, like the waves of the ocean, which the simple title of the re¬

cueil may suggest, and which they imitate in their lay-out and their
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rhythm, varied yet incessant, and in their sound's ebb and flow.

*************

Though critics agree that Breton's basic style does not

change greatly during a span of thirty or forty years, the subject-

matter of his poetry does change, even though favourite motifs

inevitably reappear throughout his work. Breton does turn his

attention to new kinds of inspiration, to new subjects? if this

were not the case, his writings would soon lose their appeal.

There is therefore a continual evolution in his poetry, as there is

in the poetry of Aragon, Desnos and Eluard, though in Breton's case

it is not nearly so marked and assumes different forms.

In L'Air de I'Eau Breton appears to have struck the right

balance in the analogies between the need to surprise and the need

to be comprehensible; the surrealist images in this recueil play a

major part in the creation of the lyrical quality Breton desires,

but without swamping the basic themes of the poems.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE SHORT POEMS (1935-1948)

Having produced what is probably his finest recueil of short

poems in L'Air de l'Eau, Breton, as will be seen in the final

chapter of this study, turns his attention in the 1940's to perhaps

the much more difficult task of writing a series of long poems,

"modern epics" or "symphonic poems". At roughly the same time he

adds to the trilogy of Had.ja, Les Vases communicants and L'Amour

fou the final work of that series, Arcane 17, a work in a similar

vein but of probably far greater scope. Prom time to time, however,

when he is so inclined, Breton does write further short poems and

automatic texts, so that when he published Po&mes in 1948 he had

some new material to add to his collection in addition to the

"epics" of the 1940's, and when the NRF Po£sie editions, Clair de

Terre and Signe Ascendant came out, other texts from the same period

were included. In this chapter we shall be considering interesting

features of the short poems Breton wrote between L'Air de l'Eau and

the publication of Po&mes in 1948} and because they were not origin¬

ally presented to the public in recueil form we shall treat them by

and large as individual poems. They constitute a poetic diary

covering perhaps the most turbulent period of Breton's life, evoking

marriage, divorce, re-marriage, the temporary loss of his daughter,

war, exile and his return to Prance; and this autobiographical

aspect is one of their most important features.

**************

The first poetic text Breton produced after L'Air de l'Eau

was Au lavoir noir (CT 183-189)» beginning "Papillons de nuit....",
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a meditation set off by the sight of a moth and containing the

insect's imagined monologue. The text has the appearance of ortho¬

dox automatic writing, with 3onie pleasant images and touches of

humour. At the end of the moth's speech it bids 3reton farewell

and makes allusion to it9 flight towards the lampi

"Je repars sur ma roue oblongue, pareille au ddsir japonais de
se jeter dans la gueule du volcan." (CT 187)

The comparison, bringing out the suicidal attraction that light and

fire possess for moths, is both pleasing and apt; and just before¬

hand Breton makes an amusing and thoughtful observation inspired by

his noticing of the moth and the awareness of a hailstorm outside:

"Tout peut apparaltre dans un grelon, la Vierge A des enfants,
cela s'est vu, et raeme un papillon 5. des honunes. Mais le
papillon disparait beaucoup plus lentement." (CT 186)

One can imagine Breton smiling at his afterthought and his scepti¬

cism. Later in the text he remembers an anecdote which brings a

further smile to his face:

"St j'avals, pour ma consolation philosophique, le souvenir
de l'homme qui, consults sur ce qu'il aimerait qu'on fit pour
lui quand il viendrait h raourir, demands qu'on plaqat dan3
3on cercueil une brosse (pour quand il tomberait en poussi&re)".

(CT 187)

However, Au lavoir noir brings no significant development

as far as the image is concerned.

*###♦#***♦****

Breton, for PoSmes, grouped together five poems to cover the

period 1935-1940. Monde is an attractive little piece evoking the

"salon de raadame des Ricochets", but the description, achieved

largely by means of surrealist images, is inevitably very fanciful,

creating an Alice in Wonderland atmosphere:
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"Dans le salon de madame des Ricochets
Les miroirs sont en grains de ros£e presses
La console est faite d'un bras dans du lierre
Et le tapis nieurt corame les vagues
Dans le salon de madame des Ricochets
Le thd de lime est servi dans des oeufs d'engoulevent
Les rideaux amorcent la fonte des neiges". (SA 16)

Though the visual "ddpaysement" and the fusion of the animate

and the inanimate seem grotesque when interpreted literally, when

these lines are regarded as a simple evocation of a very genteel

world, it is their delicacy and their charm which impress. This is

reinforced by the word order of the second line, where the displace-

11<v~os<~ / ment of "presses" to the end, so that it^rhymes with "Ricochets",
briefly gives the impression of an earlier poetic form.

There is a veritable fairyland setting for Le puits enchants,

as its title suggests. The poem, though written later than L1Air

de l'Eau, really belongs there. Breton is meeting the "lady of the

lake", and this reference paves the way for the subsequent image of

Ophelia in the may-fly ballet and the allusion to the woman who will

not rise to the surface in the beautiful final sequence:

"Pendeloque du lustre central de la terre
Mon sablier de roses

Toi qui ne remontes pas h. la surface
Toi qui me regardes sans me voir dans les jardins de la
provocation pure

Toi qui m'envoies un baiser de la portiere d'un train qui fuit".
(SA 19)

Possibly the ear-drop suggests the alternative meaning of "pende¬

loque", the crystals of a chandelier, and this is then expanded

into an elemental or even a cosmic imagej and the olioh£ of the

hour-glass, already seen in L1Union libre, is refreshed here by the

addition of the roses.

Earlier in the poem the woman is given an eternal quality by

the implicit comparison in the reference to the Medusa:
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vitrine

De profil je caresse ses seins aux pointes aildes". (SA 18)

The image of the Medusa personifies the theme of the "regard",

though for Breton it is a "regard amoureux", and the theme of love

is implied in the other literary allusion, to Peter Ibhetson.

Breton leaves behind in this poem the world of ordinary mor¬

tals, represented by the city disappearing in the distance,and

enters "nature's night-club". He feels he is penetrating the mys¬

teries of the universe and becoming part of them:

"A moi la fleur du grisou
Le ludion humain la roussette blanche
La grande devinette sacrde". (ibid.)

The third poem in the series, written at the end of October

1938, is Cours-les-toutes, inspired by a Red Indian chief and dedi¬

cated to Benjamin Pdret, who shared Breton's interest in the indige

nous peoples of the Americas. The poem could easily have been in¬

cluded in the later group, Xdnophiles. Without resorting to an

excess of facile local colour, Breton by his images evokes the

mystery and the grandeur of the Indian chieftain:

"Au coeur du territoire indien d'Oklahoma
Un homme assis
Dont l'oeil est comme Tin chat qui tourne autour d'un pot

de ohiendent" (SA 20);

and by slight distortions he creates new myths; the council of the

braves becomes a council of their gods.

Yet the life of the Indians is not seen through rose-tinted

spectacles; Breton appreciates the reality of their existence,

their struggle against the continual encroachment on their terri¬

tory of the Whites. If the latter came originally in search of

gold and silver, now they drill for oil:
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"Le pdtrole comma les chevaux d'Eldonore^
Bouillonne au-dessus das continents
Et dans sa voix tranoparente
A perte de vue il y a des armies qui s*observant...." (ibid.)

Or else they exploit for the purpose of tourism the Indians them¬

selves!

"Ce pays ressemble h une immense boite de nuit
Avec 3gs femmes venues du bout du monde
Dont les <5paules roulent les galets de toutes les mers
Les agences am^ricaines n'ont pas oublid de poui'voir h
ce3 chefs indiena

Sur les terres desquels on a ford les puits
Et qui ne restent libres de 3e ddplacer
Que dans les limites imposdes par le traitd de guerre". (SA 21)

./hen there are allusions in this poem to magic ceremonies and

ritualB, they are presented discreetly and enigmatically; but they

immediately take on a surreal quality:

"Au oarrefour des routes nomades
Dn horame
Autour de qui on a tracd un oercle
Coiame autour d'une poule". (ibid.)

Though tho majority of the allusions are transparent enough,

Breton does not hesitate to throw in more personal images: the

beautiful visual evocation of the quiet waters in terms of a thousand

closed eyelids, the gratuitous description of the governor's car,

said to resemble a sea-urchin whose each and every spine is a flame¬

thrower, an image which could be explained with reference to the

clichd, "bristling with bayonets", and the following baroque and

truly surreal tableau:

1. One is tempted to relate the opening image in this sequence to
descriptions of one of Poe's heroines, either to the "yellow
hair" of Lenore or "the naturally waving auburn hair" and
"the wavy flow of her auburn tresses" - variants found in
The Gift version of the tale Eleonora but not in the basic
Broadway Journal version which Baudelaire used for his trans¬
lation.
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"Un carrosse ne pouvant etre mu que par 1'Eclair
Comme celui dans lequel erre les yeux ferm£s la princesse
Acanthe

Une brouette g£ante toute en limaces grises
Et en langues de feu comme celle qui apparait aux heures
fatales dans le jardin de la tour Saint-Jacques

Un poisson rapide pris dans une algue et multipliant les
coups de queue". (SA 22)

These strange images serve to remind us of the association the

Tour Saint-Jacques has with alchemy and magic, before the poem

ends with a series of lyrical transformations of the name of the

chief, which evoke the freedom of his erstwhile way of life and

of that of his ancestors!

"II s'appelle
II porte le nom flamboyant de Cours-les-toutes
A la vie a la mort cours h. la fois les deux lilvres
Cours ta chance qui est une volde de cloches de fete et d'alarme
Cours les crdatures de tes reves qui ddfaillent routes a leurs
jupons blancs

Cours la bague sans doigt
Cours la tete de 1'avalanche". (SA 23)

To a certain extent, this poem prefigures the later and much more

important Ode a Charles Fourier, which was written in the Far West

when Breton visited Hopi and Auni reservations. Its style, with its

irregular groups of lines alternating simple statements and pictur¬

esque images and allusions, is similar to that adopted for the Ode.

La Maison d'Yves is obviously inspired by a visit to the

house of Tanguy, though it was written at sea in March 1938» as

Breton was on his way to Mexico.

It is a strange poem, in which a number of constantly recur¬

ring lines form an obsessive series of leitmotivei

"Avec la lampe-teapitQ
Avec la scierie si laborieuse qu'on ne la voit plus
Avec toutes les £toiles de sacrebleu
Avec les tramways en tous sens ramends 5. leurs seules antennes
Avec la crini&re sans fin de 1*argonauts
Avec le mobilier fulgurant du desert". (SA 25)
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It may be that Breton is here trying to suggest the universe of

Tanguy's canvases, in which objects taken from the real world are

employed as points of contrast thanks to which other elements take

on their occult significance, (cf. supra, p.137). The atmosphere

of Tanguy's picture L'Orage (1927),1 with its suggestion of

shooting-stars, a lighthouse, mandrake-figures, patches of light

cloud against a menacing dark sky and a landscape of devastation,

dotted with primeval flora and fauna, is perhaps recaptured in

Breton's poem. Alternatively, this poem may be a kind of sketch

for the fuller evocation of Tanguy's symbolic environment Breton

gives in a text dating from 1942 and destined for subsequent

editions of Le Surrdalisme et la Peinture:

"Be 1'autre cotd de 1'horizon, dont presque tontee ses
toiles accusent la ligne rigoureuse - et en parfait accord
avec cette disposition Yves Tanguy s'abstient de toute
declaration touchant le but qu'il se propose d'atteindre,
ne livre rien de ses intentions, est bien trop dddaigneux
pour ddmentir celles qu'on lui prete - sur le versant non
plus de l'art mais de la vie et sous un ciel plus dense,
moins lavd de toutes les aurores des grands voyages, une
maison basse oscille entre la Bretagne et un quartier de
Paris des plus sournois, Locroman dans le Finistere et la
rue du Chateau (XIVi^me arrondissement). L'Strange demeure,
en vdritd. Un ruisseau rapide chante comme s'il roulait des
pierres en traversant obliquement la salle a manger, sans
quitter des yeux la profonde cheminde noire ou jonglent des
crepe3. Bans 1'angle de la pidce, un petit bar aindricain
exclusivement tapissd d'affiches de cindrna de l'autre
guerre: 'Les Mysteres de New York', etc...." 2

Set against the poem's "refrain" (the recurring leitmotive)

are a number of isolated images in the form of rhyming couplets in

the style of the following example:

"Et la toile de Jouy du ciel
-Vous, chassez le surnaturel." (SA 24)

1. v. Le Surrdalisme et la Peinture, (1945 edition), between
pp. 72 and 73.

2. id., p.176.
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In addition to this superb cosmic image alluding to the famous

pattern there are other attractive images which likewise evoke the

painter or his mysterious canvases: a transparent landscape, a

soothsayer in his element, Ariadne in her jewel-box room, sphinxes

running the services, their eye3 covered with linen veils.

In this poem the images are presented without commentary:

Breton captures the aquarium silence, to which he alludes in Le

Durrdalisae et la Peinture and which seems to surround the artist,

introduced there only right at the end of the text like a mute god

observing his creation:

"Yves derri&re la grille de ses yeux bleus".*
The final poem from the period 1935-1940, Quels apprets,

is altogether different in tone from the preceding ones. Despite

the implications of the title, the war had already started, for

it was written in May 1940 in Poitiers, where Breton had a medical

post at the "centre de pilotage". It gives Breton's somewhat

veiled but very personal reactions to contemporary events; between

the lines one can read his sadness and despair:

"Les dvdnement3 d'un autre ordre sont absolument ddpourvus
d'intdret

Ne me parlez pas de ce papier mural a ddcor de ronces
Qui n'a rien de plus pressd
Que de se lac£rer lui-meme". (SA 27)

His reaction to the imminent defeat of France is not ex¬

pressed, like Aragon's, in popular images of roses and lilacs, but

in more hermetic terms: his vision is of trains, like bulging ward¬

robes, sliding along milky rails, of girls steeling themselves like

rabbits against the bite of the stoat, of black flames, apocalyptic

images of destruction, dissolution and collapse:

1. Breton,A., Le Durr^alisme et la Peinture, (1945 edition), p.177.
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"Un galop lointain
C'est la charge souterraine sonnde dans le bois de violette
et dans le buis

Toute la ohambre se renverse

Le eplendide alignainent de mesures d'6tain s'^puise en una
seule qui par surcroit eat le vin gris". (SA 27-28)

They culminate in the splendid final image, which brings out Bre¬

ton's feelings of fatigue and helplessness in the face of events,

seeing through a glass darkly but comprehending not, borne along

by forces beyond his control»

"L'argus de la derive ch&re les yeux fixes mi-ouverts mi-clos".
(SA 28)

This is the true preface to Fata Morgana, which takes over in the

same vein once Breton has reached Marseilles after his country's

collapse and partition.

The poems of the group 1935-1940 therefore follow the course

of Breton's life from the new and magical experience of love shared

with Jacqueline via his first trip to the New World in 1938 to his

enlistment at the outbreak of the war.

*♦#*##»#####*#*

The next series covers the years 1940-1943# but like the

preceding one, exists only on the fringe of Breton's creative work

at the time, for during that particular period Breton wrote the

first three of his long poems. In the somewhat hermetic texts of

1940-1943 can be discerned oblique references to the exodus of

Breton and his family after the defeat of Frances images of trunks

and stations, a level-crossing, a trembling castle which is perhaps

the villa "Air-Bel" where the Bretons were lodged in Marseilles in

the winter of 1940-41 prior to their departure for America. After

the theme of the voyage comes the theme of separation in the six

lines of Intdrieurt
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"Une table servie du plus grand luxe
D£mesur£ment longue
Me sdpare de la femme de ma vie
Que je vois mal
Dans l'dtoile des verres de toutes tailles qui la tient
renversde en arri&re

D3collet£e en coup de vent". (SA 57)

This darkest hour in Breton's life, when he suddenly found

himself alone in a foreign country whose language he did not speak,

is recalled by Charles Duits who made the acquaintance of both

Breton and Jacqueline in IjTew York in 1942-43J
"Bien que leur union se fut dissoute, une affection vive
demeurait entre Jacqueline et Breton, Breton que je vois
encore (dans le merveilleux soleil qui, ainsi que je viens
de le noter, souligne d'un trait blond presque tous les
souvenirs que je garde de Bleeker Street) lent, obscur,
occupant trop de place, triste mais triste comme peut
l'etre un enfant, gauchement debout parmi les toiles, les
plantes, le chevalet, pendant que nous parlions de choses
qui n'intdressaient aucun de nous parce que de toute
Evidence il <5tait impossible de parler de l'essentiel.

Ce fut Breton qui me prdsenta 3. Jacqueline (il disait
encore 'ma ferame', mais avec une gene visible)...."!

Though three thousand miles away from the war in Europe,

Breton was never able to forget it for long, and Guerre is, in

fact, the title of one of the poems in 1940-1943. Here the dogs

of war are transformed into an obscene, grotesque, apocalytic

beast, reminiscent of the "dragon" of Lautrdamont: its eyes sure

the colour of the swelling sea, its scales the opposing armies}

the hecatombs of youth bring a glow to its pustules. The two

sides are depicted derisively as two independent cockerels hurling

insults at each other at dawn from their respective dung-hills.

In a splendid image, which perhaps evokes the attraction of the

more heroic aspect of war, the beast undergoes a partial metamor¬

phosis into a fleet of warships from the days of saili

1. v. Duits,C., Andrd Breton a-t-il dit passe, Paris: Denoel,
1969, p.112.
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"J'ai cru que la Bete se tournait vers moi j'ai revu la saletd
de l'dclair

Qu'elle est blanche dans ses membranes dans le d£li£ de ses
bois de bouleaux ou s'organise le guet

Bans les cordages de ses vaisseaux a la proue desquels
plonge une femine que les fatigues de 1'amour ont par£e d'un
loup vert". (SA 59)

Breton recognizes that this is a false alarm and reveals, too, that

it is a misleading image; it is not his intention to portray war as

attractive; hence the poem ends with a sequence which brings out

the full squalor, the filth, the nausea and the obscenity of war:

"Bans l'odeur suffocante de cicind&le
Be sa liti&re souill^e de sang noir et d'or vers la lune elle
aiguise une de ses comes k l'arbre enthousiaste du grief

En se lovant avec des langueurs effrayantes
Flattie
La Bete se l&che le sexe je n'ai rien dit". (SA 59-6°)

Though the word "cicind&le" is pleasing, the effect of this insect-

image is repulsive when it refers to the stench; moreover, the

image of the tiger-beetle evokes the somewhat unearthly clash of

armoured corps, the great tank-battles of the desert war. The

allusion to the horns suggests perhaps a bull or a rhinoceros

making ready to attack, but the verb "se lover", though nowadays

used to describe the coiling of snakes,brings back the impression

of a fabulous beast, from which Breton never strays in this poem,

and evokes not only the crude horror and the violence of war, but

also its irrational, unfathomable and almost extraterrestrial force.

There was the hint of this in the text Les Grands Transparents

placed at the end of Proldgomfenes §. un troisi&me manifeste ou non

(1942)( cf. supra, p.I69); and a poem written in New York, Premiers

transparents, perhaps tries to evoke this occult notion in terms of

a series of Surrealist motifs: the cuttle-fish leaning on its

elbows at the window, the clown of the eclipse, the mandarin-wind.

In Breton's shortest poem, Plus que suspect, a strange



hallucination, perhaps suggesting a growing militarism or the de¬

ployment of America's military might, follows the image of a mys¬

terious malaises

"Les chenes sont atteints d'une grave maladie
lis s&chent apr&s avoir laiss<§ £chapper
Dans une lumi&re de purin au soleil couchant
Toute une cohue de tetes de gdndraux". (SA 56)

It is as if Breton can only jot down fleeting impressions

whose full import he cannot understand; but it is thus that Breton's

symbolism operates; his symbols, the signs he detects in the world

around him, are opaque, at least at first, waiting to be deciphered,

but defying for as long as possible the would-be decoder.

The two texts La courte dchelle and La porte bat, placed

under the common heading of Mot h mante, though brief, are neverthe¬

less perhaps the most interesting of the series, as far as their

language is concerned, for Breton tries out some new techniques;

word-play of a rare type, exploiting blends or portmanteau words,

after the manner of Joyce, and the reverse process, akin to the

technique of the "Lettristes" of the immediate post-1945 period.

The opening lines of La courte gchelle illustrate the "blends":

"Passe un nuagenouilld
Devant les mots qui sont la lune
(Les comes de la girafenStre)

J'ai demandd un caf^lin", (SA 6l)

whereas the first line of the second poem shows the other method

which is not exploited so systematically:

"La por por porte por". (SA 62)

They are but passing experiments, however, never to be repeat

ed; Breton has no wish to write a French Finnegan's 'Jake. His use of

juxtaposition is much more discreet.

La courte dchelle integrates into the final blends the name
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of a young artist Breton had just discovered, Matta:

"Dans la langue tot&nique Mattatoucantharide
Mattalismancenillier". (SA 6l)

Possibly these lines are intended to evoke the representation of

the quadridimensional universe, the "paysages A plusieurs horizons"

or the "disintegration des aspects extirieurs" Breton noticed in

Matta's paintings at that time.^"

"Des Lpingles tremblantes"

Breton's next series of poems, Des Bpingles tremblantes, was

eventually published en bloc in Signe Ascendant, though one text,

La lanterne sourde, was included in Pofemes. It contains eight prose-

poems followed by a piece in "vers libres", and they are inspired by

Breton's stay in Martinique in 1941. They give Breton's reactions

to the island's natural beauty and its charming curiosities, dis¬

closed during his walks there with Aimd and Suzanne C^saire. There

are inevitably traces of exoticism, but this theme is coupled with

that of the beauty of woman.

Le Brise-lames is inspired by a statue of Josephine de Beau-

harnais, one of the most famous natives of the isle, which to Breton

seems to place old Fort-Royal under a tender, feminine sign. As he

looks at the statue hidden among the coconut palms, Breton thinks of

the Directory and hears the noise of Napoleon's great battles.

In a poem written specially for Madame C^saire Breton seeks

to locate the secret of the beauty of the island's Creole girls and

discovers a superb and appropriate analogy in the play of sunlight

on the sea:

1. v. Le Lurrdalisme et la Peinture (1945 Edition), pp.152 and 192.
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"Fn vue d.8 quel dosage ultime, de quel dquilibre durable entre
le jour et la nuit - comae on reve de retenir la seconds exacte
oft, par temps trfts calme, le soleil en s'enfonqant dans la mer
realise le phdnomSne du 'diamant vert1 - cette recherche, au
fond du creuset, de la beautd feminine ici bien plus souvent
accomplie qu'ailleur3 et qui ne m'est jamais apparue plus
dclatante que dans un visage de cendre blanche et de braises?"

(SA 80)

The young coloured girls who inspire Porteuse sans fardeau

recall to Breton's mind the opening lines of Baudelaire's sonnet,

"Avec ses vetements ondoyants et nacrds
Meme quand elle marche on croirait qu'elle danse".

As they effortlessly balance their baskets on their heads, they

suggest to Breton images of totem-poles and caryatids, both of which

evoke the statuesque beauty of the girls.

The series ends significantly with a final attempt to portray

in words the exotic beauty of the Martinique women, which endows even

the fountains in the squares with a mythological air:

"Ici les fontaines Wallace dtourdias de lianes prennent un
aspect mythologique

Pour la baautd rien qu'ft sa marche la reine passe sur 1'autre
bord

3a gorge du crdpuscule clair des roses de Sdndgal
Sa main toute jeune joue le long des grilles du palais."

(SA 86)

The image of the Senegal roses suggests, of course, the girl's

African ancestry and the colour of her skin is painted delicately

in its twilight shade.

As Breton strolls around the streets of Fort-de-France, his

eyes are ever open to the city's simple wonders; pride of place

goes to the multi-coloured street-signs, one reminiscent of the

negativist canvases of Magritte, with their principle of contradic¬

tions

"Qu'on se represents, de la taille d'un aigle, un papillon bleu
ciel sur lequel se lit en lettres blanches le mot PIG3GH. Au
demeurant, un naturalists de ce nom, simplement...." (3A 77)



Then he is struck by the names of tropical fish, seen at the Marchd

aux Poissons, and does not miss the opportunity to supply new motifs

to his poetry: the sea-porcupine and the trunk-fish ("le diodon" and

"le coffre"). They bring new colours to Breton's poetic spectrum,

sulphur-yellow and amethyst; they add new patterns and textures to

his canvas, bold stripes, artistic speckles, a capricious glaze,

they are "de vrais poissons-paradis ardents comme des gemmes"

(SA 78)» in a twilight world between animal and mineral; and in the

empty shells Breton hears not the sound of the sea but the bloody

revolt of 1848.

Similarly La providence tourne is inspired by tropical fruit

the sour-sop, the star-apple and a fascinating variety of fig, remi¬

niscent of the apple in Eden:

"Sous sa robe oblongue h£riss£e, le corossol, mi-lampion
mi-feuillage, livre sa chair de sorbet neigeux; prSs d'un
puits le calmite fait glisser au centre d'un automne fondant
sa chaine de p^pins noirs; sans oublier cette figue de fard
violine dans laquelle il est d£fendu de mordre...."

Just as a street-sign suggested the universe of Magritte,

here a fruit reminds Breton of a painting by Chirico. Art and

nature are as one.

One curious poem, La carte de l'ile, is simply a list of

place-names in Martinique and thus recalls the "ready-mades" of

Clair de Terre. Some of the names are like surrealist images, e.g.

"Semaphore de la Demarche", "Piton CrSve-Coeur", "Anse Ivlarine".

Breton in his turn becomes a landscape-artist of the first

order as he sketches his impressions of the tropical rain in the

opening images of La lanteme sourde:

"Et les grandes orgues c'est la pluie comme elle tombe ici
et se parfume: quelle gare pour l'arriv^e en tous sens sur
mille rails, pour la manoeuvre sur autant de plaques tournantes
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de ses express de verre! A toute heure elle charge de ses
lances blanches et noires des cuirasses volant en Eclats de
midi a ces armures anciennes faites des etoiles que je
n'avais pas encore vues." (SA 81)

In these three visual images the torrential rain is thus depicted

first of all in terms of the pipes of an organ, which renders its

majestic music, its accompanying claps of thunder and flashes of

lightning, together with an attempt to capture its refreshing

fragrance; secondly its density and ferocity is suggested by the

image of an immense railway terminus with a thousand tracks and

platforms, an image reinforced by the sight of the rain splashing

into huge puddles, which makes Breton think of the turntables on

which the engines are shunted (the engines are brought into the

picture in this poem by Breton's seeing the transparent rain as

surreal glass expresses); thirdly the image of the medieval joust,

with lances striking against breast-plates, not only heightens the

impression of the rain falling heavily into the puddles but also

gives new life to the cliche, "II pleut des hallebardes".

Whereas the sight of the rain falling suggested to Baude¬

laire in the Spleen poem Quand le ciel bas et lourd pfese comme un

couvercle... the visual image of prison-bars, which expresses the

poet's depression and feeling of claustrophobia, for Breton in

Martinique it lies behind these more violent, yet more grandiose

images.

Still it rains, but the picture changes and Breton sees the

rigging of a ship; now it abates and the visual pattern alters:

the images of vertical lines are replaced by evocations of the rain¬

drops poised daintily like tiny magic lanterns on twigs and leaves:

"La pluie pose ses verres de lampe autour des bambous, aux
bob&ches de ces fleurs de vermeil agripp^es aux branches par
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des suqoirs, autour desquelles il n*y a qu'une minute, toutes
les figures de la danse enseign^es par deux papillons de sang".

(ibid.)

As the impression changes once more, Breton is reminded of

an image he might have come across in Du ootg de chez owannt

"Alors tout se d^ploie au fond du bol h la faqon des fleurs
japonaises, puis une clairi&re s'entrouvre: l'h^liotropisme
y saute avec ses souliers 5. poulaine et ses ongles vrill^s.
II prend tous les coeurs, releve d'une aigrette la sensitive
et pame la fougere dont la bouche ardente est la roue du
temps. Mon oeil est une violette fermde au centre de
1'ellipse, a la pointe du fouet." (SA 81-82)

This allusion evokes perfectly the kaleidoscopic nature of Breton's

imagery; dynamic and convulsive, fragile and subtle, ever capable

of infinite variation. As the sun begins to shine again, the

plants respond and turn to the light, and Breton expresses this

phenomenon of heliotropism by his discreet suggestion of a magical

elfin figure with pointed shoes and spiral nails, touching the

leaves and petals with a wand-like plume. There is magic in the

water, too, thanks to the reflections which transform or fuse the

eye and the violet.

Breton is here in his element; everywhere he looks in the

world around him he sees counterparts of his basic inner universe;

the fairy world of L'Air de l'Kau has become reality in Martinique,

despite the war, despite the concentration-camp. Though these

poems are less well-known than the next series, X^nophiles, they

imply the same love of one's fellow-men, especially of oppressed

peoples.

"X&iophiles"

The opening text of X&aophiles, in the Signe Ascendant edit¬

ion, is a prose-poem, beginning La nuit en Haiti Written in

January 1946, it therefore dates from Breton's visit to that country,
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Dr. Fierre Mabille, who was already there as a "conseiller culturel",

and by the Cuban artist, Wifredo Lam, and where he was to be instru¬

mental in fomenting a revolution. The poem is, however, essentially

an evocation, or a transposition, of the art of Wifredo Lam, and in

fact was included in subsequent editions of Le Surrealisme et la

Peinture as a piece of genuine art-criticism. Against the threaten¬

ing background of the dawning of the atomic age, Breton is led

nevertheless by the vitality of the youth of Haiti and the work of

the young Cuban artist to dream of a new paradise:

"La nuit en Haiti les f£es noires successives portent A sept
centimetres au-dessus des yeux les pirogues du Bamb&ze, les
feux synchrones des momes, les clochers surmontds d'un
combat de coqs et les reves d'£den qui s'^brouent effrontdment
autour de la disintegration atomique." (3a 83)

Breton then alludes to Lam's "vever", introducing another new poetic

metaphor and another term of modern art-criticism:

".... c'est-^-dire la merveilleuse et toujours changeante
lueur tombant des vitraux invraisemblablement ouvragis de
la nature tropicale sur un esprit libiri de toute influence
et pridestini a faire surgir de cette lueur les images des
dieux." (ibid.)

To the image of the rose-window Breton had employed in earlier works

is thus added a more modern variant, evoking both a new art-form and

a further opening of Breton's eyes to the windows of a much wider

world. Breton is placing his faith in the emerging peoples and

especially in their artistic expression. Breton regards the secret

of Lam's art as being precisely the opposite of Picasso's, for it

lies in attaining

".... £. partir du merveilleux primitif qu'il porte en lui,
le point de conscience le plus haut, en s'assimilant pour
cela les plus savantes disciplines de l'art europien...."

(sp 169-171)

Moreover, in Haiti and Cuba magic is part of everyday life, and to
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reflect this Breton makes allusion to a familiar demon or Voodoo god,

"le loa Carrefour - Eleggua §. Cuba - qui souffle sur les ailes des

portes." (SA 88)^"
In the beautiful final lines of the poem Breton employs again

the image of the flight of egrets to evoke the role of Lam's art in

the elaboration of the modern myth:

"Tdmoignage unique et fr£missant toujours oorame s'il dtait
pes£ aux balances des feuilles, envoi d'aigrettes au front
de l'dtang ou s'^labore le mythe d•aujourd'hui, l'art de
Wifredo Lam fuse de ce point ou la source vitale mire l'arbre-
myst&re, je veux dire l'Sme pers£v£rante de la race, pour
arroser d'dtoiles le DEVENIR qui doit etre le mieux-etre
humain." (ibid.)

Here the flight of the egrets embodies superbly both the beauty of

tropical nature and the magically exotic paintings of Lam.

The next poem of X&iophiles is one of the most beautiful

Breton wrote, La moindre rangon. It is an evocation of Chile, the

native land of Breton's third wife, Elisa, whom he married just

before leaving the United States of America in 1945.

"La moindre rangon"

"Toi qui ronges la plus odorante feuille de l'atlas
Chili

Chenille du papillon-lune

Toi dont toute la structure Spouse
La tendre cicatrice de rupture de la lune avec la terre

Chili des neiges
Comme le drap qu'une belle rejette en se levant

Dans un dclair le temps de d^couvrir
De toute dternitd ce qui me predestine a toi

Chili
De la lune en septi&me maison dans mon thfeme astral

1. Significantly, it was in 1945 that the Haitian government officially
recognized the Voodoo cult. The giant Voodoo serpent was supposed
to possess all the secrets of a magic language magnified by sacred
music, and could lodge in the head of any individual and drive him
into a "loa" state of frenzy, cf. Bessy, M., A Pictorial History
of Magic and the Supernatural, pp.275-276 and p.283.
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Je vois la Vdnus du Sud
Naissant non plus de l'£cume de la mer
Mais d'un flot d'azurite h. Chuquicamata

Chili
Des boucles d'oreilles araucanes en puits de lune

Toi qui pretes aux ferames les plus beaux yeux de brume
Touches d'une plume de condor

Chili
Du regard des Andes on ne saurait mieux dire

Accorde l'orgue de mon coeur aux stridences des hauts voiliers
de stalactites

Vers le cap Horn
Chili

Debout sur un miroir

Et rends-moi ce qu'elle est seule a tenir
Le brin de mimosa encore frdmissant dans 1'ambre

Chili des catdadores
Terre de mes amours" (SA 89-90)

The title suggests that the poem is the ransom Breton pays to

free Elisa from the death of her daughter and himself from the sorrow

created by the separation from Jacqueline and Aube."*"
Each of the stanzas presents a new image of Chile. The ideas

of stanza I are inspired by the physical shape of the country, which

suggests to Breton the image of a caterpillar, nibbling a leaf (Argen¬

tina)? but Breton is not content to leave the image in this raw state;

1. cf. Arcane 17, pp.23-24»
"Avant de te connaitre j'avais rencontrd le malheur, le d^sespoir

Et de quelsconfins les plus horriblement gardds de tous
ne venais-tu pas, quelle initiation a laquelle nul ou presque
n'est admis ne t'avait pas sacrde ce que tu es. Quand je t'ai vue,
il y en avait encore tout le brouillard, d'une esp&ce indicible,
dans tes yeux. Comment peut-on, et surtout qui peut-on renaitre
de la perte d'un etre, d'un enfant qui est tout ce qu'on aime, h.
plus forte raison quand sa mort est accidentelle et qu'en cet
enfant, presque une jeune fille, s'incarnaient objectivement (ce
n'est pas toi seule qui me l'as dit) toute la grace, tous les dons
de 1'esprit, toute l'aviditd de savoir et d'dprouver qui renvoient
de la vie une image enchanteresse et toujours mouvante a travers
un jeu tout neuf, follement complexe et ddlicat, de tamie et de
prismes? Chaque fois que tu te rem£mores ces atroces circon-
stances, je n'ai dans mon amour que d'^pier a la ddrobde au fond
de tes yeux le signal qui a voulu que le terrible passage £. niveau
fit brusquement volte-face, alors que tu y £tais si loin engagde...
• • •
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he give3 it greater resonance, firstly by exploiting the homonyny of

the word "feuille" (leaf, page) and by describing it as the most

fragrant one of the atlas, secondly by specifying that it is a moon-

moth caterpillar. In a footnote, Breton himself explains the parti¬

cular significance of the moon-moth, which became for him almost a

symbol of the New Worlds

"C'est un grand papillon vert amande finissant en eld de sol
qui passe vers minuit. Je ne le connaissais pas avant de me
rendre en Amdrique. II me visita peu aprds dans une maison
situde en plein bois. Sa venue et 3on insistance me parurent
augurales." (SA 89, note l)

The butterfly is an archetypal symbol of metamorphosis, and the line

"chenille du papillon-lune" brings this out in full, containing in

itself the transition from caterpillar to moth, and implying the

transformation Elisa brought to Breton's life. As was seen in the

chapter on Arcane 17, she leads him out of the valleys of despair

and war to new peaks of hope and liberation.

Stanza II is likewise inspired by the structure of Chile and

begins by making allusion to a discovery made by geologists which

supports the hypothesis that the Pacific basin is the scar left on

the surface of the Earth at the time of its separation from the Moon.

The thought of the snow-clad Andes then suggests to Breton another

of his favourite images, and also a favourite image of Eluard, the

white sheet a woman throws back as she rises in the morning. This

stanza provokes Aobert Brdchon to make the following pertinent

observation:

"Les images suggdrent une idde gdndrale de nouveautd, de premier
matin du monde. Mais en meme temps, elles se rapportent aussi
a la relation amoureuse entre le podte et Elisa: la 'cicatrice
de rupture' rappelle le mythe platonicien de 1'androgyne primi-
tif. Ainsi, les images s'organisent en un symbole qui donne au
podme son sens: la prddestination de l'amour." 1

1. Brdchon, A., Le Eurrdalisme, pp.l74-5»
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Breton, of course, refers to the myth of Androgyne in

Arcane 17. where this thought is clearly related to his meeting with

Elisa (v. supra, p.275)» hut the idea of predestination is made

explicit only in Stanza III, where it is reinforced by the allusion

to Breton's astral chart, which also continues the lunar theme.

Before the sunrise Breton sees the Morning Star, Venus, but

immediately thinks of the goddess of love rather than the planet,

and paints his new version of Botticelli's Birth of Venus. Because

his private goddess has become Elisa, he sees Venus rising not from

the ocean but from a blue flood of azurite in the great copper-mines

at Chuquicaiaata. Then at the end of Stanza IV the moon theme is

brought back in the allusion to the crater-like shape of the ear¬

rings worn by the native Araucanian girls. This leads into the

stanza devoted to the beauty of the Chilean women, whose eyes are

portrayed superbly by the image of a condor feather and the expres¬

sion "regard des Andes", (l. 20).

As Breton's gaze moves down the map, he comes to Cape Horn,

and he evokes the wind-jammers battling against the elements; the

strange image of the stalactites (l. 2l) possibly suggests the

masts of the sailing-ships. Breton may have seen a parallel between

his own struggle and that of the tall ships and wants to place him¬

self in harmony with thems they may have come from Europe, but their

battle against the elements symbolizes paradoxically the battle for

freedom of the peoples of the New World. At the end of this stanza

referring to the southernmost tip of the country Breton is again

guided by its physical outline on the atlas, as he sees her standing

upright between the Atlantic and the Pacific. Because one ocean

seems a mere reflection of the other Breton employs the image of a

mirror.



In the final stanza the physical shape of Chile motivates

once more the imagery and is now seen as a sprig of mimosa quivering

in ambers the colour of the flower introduces the alchemical theme

of gold, embodied in Chile by the cat6adore3, the prospectors. At

the very end love is thus equated with the search for gold and re¬

calls the words Breton wrote in 1925 at the beginning of the Intro¬

duction au disoours sur le peu de rgalitds "... je cherche

l'or du temps". (PJ ^)

Though the images of this poem, when dissected rationally,

still bring together distant realities,e.g. Chile and a caterpillar,

they possess in their context an amazing naturalness. At one and

the same time they are apt and new. The lines tremble with rhythm;

the word "Chili" aots as a drum-beat refrain, punctuating the music

of the Indian flutes the lyricism of the stanzas suggests. This

hymn to Chile is also the song of new love: the exotic land in the

south of South America - the furthest from France - has become in

part Breton's country, even without his setting foot on its soil.

Perhaps La moindre rangon, in its simple beauty, eclipses the poems

of L'Air de l'Sau and realizes at last Breton's full potential as a

poet, matching the most lyrical of his prose-passages.

Neither La moindre rangon nor La nuit en Haiti...... however,

are characteristic poems of Xdnophiles: the remaining five poems are

all written in the same new stylei brief and enigmatic, they reflect

something of the aura of mystery surrounding their subjects and

titles. Korwar, Uli and Tiki are inspired by Oceanian figurines,

fetiohes of Dutch New Guinea, New Ireland and the Marquesas Islands

respectively. These poems are, in fact, images in the original

sense of the word, being representations of statuettes bearing
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religious significance, and the form of the poems is a reflection of

the figurines themselves. Dukduk is inspired by the famous secret

society of Melanesia; Kano raraku takes its name from the basalt

quarry and volcano in the South-East corner of Easter Island, where

the great statues are to be found.

A photograph of a figurine of Korwar was to appear on page 4

of I'Art magique. The example shown there is clasping a snake to

its heart and this helps to explain the allusion of 1. 5:

"Tu as relevd contre ton coeur l'herbe serpentine". (SA 91)

Though Breton in his poem changes the snake into the serpentine

plant, this does not take away the sense of magic, since this plant

is known for its medicinal properties; moreover, the statuette

appears to be on the threshold of life and death, and would in any

case have been considered by its original owner to have supernatural

powers. Breton perhaps hints at these powers when he speaks of the

"extra-lucid" look in Korwar's eyes. Korwar seems to sit in judg¬

ment:

"Dans la cuvette de nos traits
Tous nos actes sont devant nous

A bout de bras", (ibid.)

As he reflects on these lines and interprets again the expression on

the figurine's face, Breton sees the opportunity to have a sly dig

at the Existentialists who had taken over from the Surrealists in

Paris, before finishing with an allusion to Korwar's well-preserved

state:

"Tu nous la bailies belle sur 1'existentialisme
Tu n'es pas piqud des vers" (ibid.)

As is the case with Uli and Tiki, Korwar is written in a

mock incantatory style. As Breton addresses the figures, he lists
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their virtues and features. This technique is illustrated admirably

in Pli:

"Pour sur tu es un grand dieu
Je t'ai vu de mes yeux corame nul autre
Tu es encore couvert de terre et de sang tu viens de order
Tu as un vieux paysan qui ne sait rien
Pour te remattre tu as mangd comma un cochon
Tu es couvert de taches d'homme
On voit que tu t'en es fourrd jusqu'aux oreilles
Tu n'entends plus
Tu nous reluques d'un fond de coquillage
Ta crdation te dit haut les mains et tu menaces encore

Tu fais peur tu dmerveilles". (5A 92)

In line 3 Breton is evoking a myth of creation, more primeval

and for that more realistic that the Classical Promethean myth. Pli

is the god and creator of primitive, not civilized, man, and is de¬

picted powerfully immediately after the act of creation, still cover¬

ed in earth and dripping blood, an old peasant a3 ignorant of the

mysteries of his act as the first woman giving birth for the first

time. Whereas the Christian God rested on the seventh day, Pli re¬

plenished his forces by eating like a pig} whereas the Christian God

made man in his own image, Pli is still covered with traces of man;

his labour was harder and more earthy. Pli i3 deaf to man's prayer,

but keeps careful watch from his shell, is still menacing and still

inspires great admiration.

Tiki is most noteworthy for the fact that it contains one

of the strangest surrealist images in Breton's poetry:

"Je t'aime la face des mers

Rouge comme l'oeuf quand il est vert". (SA 94)

This contradiction brings out the importance of the irrational in the
✓

beliefs and practices of primitive man. Yet Tiki has a familiar,

co3y side; he is a caring, protective god; and this is suggested

tenderly in the next lines:



"Tu me transportes dans une clairiSre
Douce aux mains comme une caille
Tu m'appuies sur le ventre de la femme
Comme dans un Olivier de nacre".

In the hands of the god Breton feels like a new-born child, and the

warmth, peace, affection and love Tiki brings is conveyed fully by

the comparison with the quail; Tiki is a steadying influence and a

guardian spirit, who keeps vigil over his sleeping owner.

Perhaps in these three poems Breton is attempting to reflect

something of the attitude of the French sociological school he and

Legrand discuss at the beginning of L'Art magiquei

"L'dcole sociologique franqaise, d&s les premi&res anndes de
notre si&ole, va se donner a tache de rdagir contre l'empirisme
des ethnologues anglais, lesquels avaient cru pouvoir conclure
que la magie rdsulte de la generalisation abusive d'experiences
en elles-memes valables et & partir desquelles la science avait
pu prendre son essor." (AM 9)

Breton believed that "tout principe de depassement du niveau de

conscience actuel" must reside in magic, in the sense of the tradit¬

ional science of the secrets of nature, transcendent magic rather

than sorcery; he believed that magic still has an important role to

play in human life.

Furthermore, Uli, Korwar and Tiki were written to illustrate

the deep interest Breton took in the art of the South Sea Isles. In

the foreword he wrote for the exhibition of Oceanian art in Paris in

that same year of 1948 Breton exclaims:

"Ocdanie de quel prestige ce mot n'aura-t-il pas jou£
dans le surrdalisme. II aura ete un des grands eclusiers de
notre coeur. Non seulement il aura suffi h pr^cipiter notre
reverie dans le plus vertigineux des cours sans rives, mais
encore tant de types d'objets qui portent sa marque d'origine
auront-ils provoqud souverainement notre ddsir. II fut un
temps, pour tels de mes amis d'alors et moi, ou nos d6place-
ments, par exemple hors de France, n'etaient guides que par
l'espoir de ddcouvrir, au prix de recherches ininterrompues
du matin au soir, quelque rare objet oc^anien. Un irresistible
besoin de possession, que par ailleurs nous ne nous connaissions
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gu&re, se manifestait & son sujet, il attisait comme nul
autre notre convoitise; de ce que d'autres peuvent £num£rer
comme biens du monde, rien ne tenait a cot£ de lui Je
suis coupable, parait-il, devant certains, de continuer a
m'&nouvoir des ressources de l'ame primitive, de m'en etre
r^cemment ouvert & propos de specimens de l'art indien ou
des regions polaires auxquels s'<5tendait notre prddilcetion
commune, — le rationalisme le plus born£ a aujourd'hui ses
neophytes...."(CC 214-215)

Breton goes on to mention some of the virtues of Oceanian art, which

correspond more or less exactly to certain principles of Surrealism:

"II y a d'abord la stup£fiante disparity de l'art de ces
lies, fonction de leur dissemination, de leur repli en
dventail de palmes sur elles-memes Le monde de
1'imagination en profite pour donner ici ses produits les
plus exub^rants qui, aux yeux de l'observateur comme de
1'indigene, dclipsent en grande partie le monde reel......
II y a aussi que le merveilleux, avec tout ce qu'il suppose
de surprise, de faste et de vue fulgurante sur autre chose
que oe que nous pouvons connaitre, n'a jamais, dans l'art
plastique, connu les triomphes qu'il marque avec tels objets
oceaniens de tres haute classe " (CC 215-216)

He remembers a great mask from New Britain, crowned with a parasol,

whose spike consisted of an enormous carving of a praying mantis;

according to Breton, unless one has seen this mask, one cannot know

the meaning of the expression, "le sublime po^tique".

Rano raraku probably bears witness to Breton's friendship

with Alfred K^traux, whom he had met in New York during the war and

who has written an important study of the people and myths of Easter

Island,"'" in which there is a description of Rano raraku.

Breton's poem begins, however, with what he would consider

to be a splendid anti-classical view of history, which would be that

of the statue-sculptors of the island:

"Que c'est beau le monde
La GrSce n'a jamais existd". (SA 95)

After the defiant leitmotif, "lis ne passeront pas", and a somewhat

gratuitous allusion to his horse feeding in the crater, Breton

1. L'ile de Paques, Paris: Gallimard (Coll. 'Id£es'), 1965.
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evokes succinctly the rite of the election of the ancient kings of
1

the island, the "birdmen":

"Des hommes-oiseaux des nageurs courbes
Vol&rent autour de ma tete.,.." (ibid.)

Then Breton in his imagination sees himself as one of the famous

giant statues, three quarters buried in the earth, chaffing the

ethnologists, before alluding in the final line to the prostrate

position of most of the statues:

"Les hautes images sont tombdes". (ibid.)

This image of images has a somewhat Biblical quality, arid seems to

evoke not only the fallen idols of Rano raraku.

Though Breton keeps to the same form for the remaining poem

of Xdnophiles, Dukduk, the source of inspiration has changed and,

what is more, the poem is not so much an evocation of the Melanesi-

an secret society but a humorous Surrealist warning, ending as it

does with the word "Gare", inspired, no doubt, by the previous

allusions to a locomotive and a tunnel. Before then, however, it

contains a magnificent image, which describes the flight of

flamingoes!

1. In L'Art magique Breton and Legrand explain more fully this
allusion: "Au revers d'une statue enlev^e (de l'ile de Paques)
par les Anglais en 1868, on remarque les pdtroglyphes de la rame
et de l'oiseau, c'est-A-dire la signature (?) ou la figuration
d'un 'homme-oiseau': tangata-manu. Ce fait crde un lien entre
les moai (statues) et le rite magique de 1'Election des anciens
rois de l'ile, les 'hommes-oiseaux'.

Au printemps austral, face A l'oc£an qui ne se borne au
sud que par les glaces de l'Antarctique, tout le peuple gravis-
sait la montagne Rano-kao, pour £pier un ilot couvert d'oiseaux
de mer & l'dpoque de la ponte. Sur cet ilot, les candidate A
la royautd envoyaient A la nage des serviteurs qui attendaient
parfois plusieurs semaines le manu-tara (l'hirondelle de mer).
Celui dont le serviteur apercevait le premier un oeuf de cet
oiseau devait se raser la tete, il £tait 'l'hornme-oiseau', le
tangata-manu, roi de toute l'ile pour un an."(AM 146)
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"Et que la jungle s'entrouvre sur cent soleils levants
Qui s'dparpillent en flamants
A toute vapeur de l'ordalie". (3A 93)

Like the image of the egrets taking to the wing in Monde dans un

baiser and that of the wild canaries in On me dit que la-bas..

...» the flight of the flamingossuggests the colour and the rays of

a multitude of rising suns, an image which is a negation of an

elementary physical fact (or property, to use Breton's terminology),

if it must be described in such prosaic terms, but which is rather

an evocation of the Surrealist wonderland which is Breton's basic

poetic universe. The allusion to the ordeal by fire, inspired by

the French name of the birds, further heightens the image, not only

by evoking the suddenness of the birds' flight but also by reinfor¬

cing the impression of a blaze of colour against a background of

white smoke.

The effect of this Surrealist paradise is developed further

by the erotic comparison with a train of naked women emerging from

a tunnel of sobs.

Though the poems of this final part of Xdnophiles are inter¬

esting for their form, the series as a whole is of significance as

far as its principal theme and subject are concerned. They reflect

not only Breton's adherence to the movement founded by Garry Davis,

"Citizens of the World","*' but also his ever-widening horizons, both

literal and metaphorical, and his love of his fellow-men, especially

1. v. Bddouin, J-L., Yingt ans de surrdalisme, Paris: Denoel, 1961,
pp.130-131:

"DSs le mois d'avril 1948» Breton avait d'ailleurs pris la
parole au cours de la premiSre reunion publique organisde par
ce mouvement, afin d'assurer ses promoteurs de la sympathie
et de 1'appui des surrdalistes. Aussi, lorsque Garry Davis
interrompt, le 20 novembre, la stance de 1'Assembles gdndrale
des Nations Unies, au Palais de Chaillot, ceux-ci se trouvent
naturellement A ses cotds."
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if they are oppressed.

To conclude this rather motley chapter, we propose to dis¬

cuss very briefly significant points in the three poems Breton

charmingly grouped under the title Publics when he published Po|mes.

"Publics"

The first of these "forgotten" poems, Ecoute au coquillage,

was written at sea in 1946 during Breton's journey back to Prance.

It shows how he was thinking of his daughter he had been obliged to

leave behind in America and recalls her birth a decade earlier and

the almost sacred act of giving her a name, which signalled the

beginning of a new epoch for him:

"Je n'avais pas commence h te voir tu dtais AUBE". (SA 118)

Her birth and earliest infancy are symbolized by the allusion to

boxes of pink and white sugared almonds; ten years later he sees

her face in a tropical flower, known in Martinique as the "fleur du

bal", which seems to share with Aube the mystery of existence.

Sadly he feels they have been parted for ever and ever;"*'
but then, thinking perhaps of how in his life love had been reborn,

he remembers the legend of the Phoenix to give him hope anew, so

that the poem ends with a new portrait of Aube, wearing an ethereal

summer dress spangled with horseshoe magnets which are perhaps

subtle representations of the attraction of father and daughter.

In Je reviens the reader is let into Breton's thoughts and

emotions as he returns home to his apartment in Paris; at first he

hardly recognizes the quarter; familiar things have disappeared

1. In fact, Aube returned to Paris the following year to live with
her father.
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from view, street-names mean nothing, prices have risen outrageous¬

ly, the taxi-driver does not know the way, they go into a decrepit

"tabac", the curtains of which remind him of Haiti; the names and

pictures on the bottles and posters are new to him but as stimu¬

lating as they ever were, recalling Cartes sur les dunes and pro¬

viding him with new poetic material:

"Les Etiquettes des bouteilles portent les mots Libres Pecheurs
Gondine on dirait de 1"eau-de-vie de Dantzig Evita de Kartines

Et les boites de cigares flamboient d'images d'EchnttffourEes
La merveille au mur est un Eventail & soupiraux
Madame sommes-nous encore loin de ChorhymEnEe
Mais la belle au buisson ardent se mire dans ses ongles
Des joueurs au fond de la piEce abattent des falaises de vitraux
Nous rebroussons". (SA 121)

As he sees new buildings springing up everywhere, Breton realizes

that the face of Paris is changing again, and not just literally.

The final poem, Sur la route de San Romano,^ is a manifesto

in miniature, but a lyrical one which practises what it preaches.

The motifs juxtapose the abstract and the concrete, animal, vege¬

table and mineral, nature and society, the manifold impressions the

poet has trained his eye and mind to notice and capture. The con¬

sequence of this, as far as the imagery is concerned, provoked

GErard Legrand to make the following observation:

"Dans ce dernier poEme, E 1'image se substitue pour la
premiEre fois la pure dEsignation de ce que le poEte dEsire,
rendant a la fois le monde transparent et diffErent, c'est-
E-dire le rendant solennel."^

Though there is some validity in this remark, it is not, however,

the whole truth. Admittedly the poem begins with a clear statement

of principle:

1. The title of this poem may have some obscure connection with
that of one of the panels of the Uceello triptych, Sur la
dEroute de San Romano.

2. In Breton, A., Legrand, G., PoEsie & autre, p.5.
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"La po£sie se fait dans un lit comme l'amour
Ses draps d^faits sont l'aurore des choses
La podsie se fait dans les bois". (SA 122)

Though the nuptial bed and bedroom and the woods are, as we have

seen, important provinces of Breton's poetic universe, lines 1 and

3 imply also, in the reverse direction, that life can be regarded

as poetry and that a poet draws his material from life. Breton has

not abandoned the image; line 1 is clearly a comparison and line 2

is a metaphor, and furthermore, a favourite one, evoking the dawn

- and all dawn signifies - by the allusion to thrown back sheets.

After this opening section Breton makes the interesting

claimi

"liilie a l'espace qu'il lui faut".

Breton sees things in their proper perspective; he feels he knows

the precise importance poetry has in life. He seeks in four

similar "stanzas", consisting of lists of motifs, to evoke succinct¬

ly the material of poetry, taken from all the various walks of life,

as from the imagination (represented in the image of the road of

mental adventure which takes over from the title-image)s

"L'oeil du milan
La ros£e sur une prele
Le souvenir d'une bouteille de Traminer embu^e sur un

plateau d'argent
Une haute verge de tourmaline sur la mer
Et la route de l'aventure mentale
Qui monte a pic
Une halte elle s'embroussaille aussitot". (ibid.)

Breton sees poetry as a quiet and private expression, as the

initial comparison with love-making had already implied:

"Cela ne se crie pas sur les toits
II est inconvenant de laisser la porte ouverte
Ou d'appeler des tdmoins". (ibid.)

The heroic, patriotic lyricism of the men of the Resistance is not

for Breton, nor is occasional poetry. He does not see a poem as a
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battle-cry. Again Breton insists on the private nature of poetry

(11. 23-5 11« 33-5). It should not have the brash style of the

newspapers, nor the rabid rhetoric of the Chamber, nor the jollity

of barrack-room ballads; it should instead bring illumination, a

veritable avalanche of light (11. 26-32); it should be delicate and

graceful (11. 36-42).

As a counterpart to the allusion to space in line 4, four

lines from the end Breton talks about poetry and time; it is unhur¬

ried; it does not have to meet deadlines; in the poetic embrace as

in the physical embrace eternity and the instant axe as one.

The final line reveals, as indeed the whole poem reveals,

why Breton's poetry is devoid of the ferocity and violence of his

polemical writings. Although he may always have evoked private and

personal experiences in his poems, they are essentially very pure

and discreet. Poetry, for Breton, has little to do with the world's

problems; in one sense it is a universe apart, though its basic

material may be taken from the world outside as from the poet's

inner world.

*♦** »♦###***

If one places oneself in the position of Breton in 1948,

when he was compiling his anthology Po&mes, one can regard Bur la

route de Ban Romano as his poetic testament. It is the last poem

of that collection and reveals clearly his conception of poetry at

that particular moment. He was not to know that he would write an

important series of poems a good decade later. In 1948 Breton could

look back not only on his finest collection of poems in "vers

libres", L'Air de l'Eau, but also on a completed series of long
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poena and on a series of four long works in prose (llad.ja, Lea Vases

communicants, i'Amour fou and Arcane 17). In one area alone,

however, his life's work was not complete: the prose-poem.

Though Les Champs magn^tiques and especially Polsson soluble

had revealed the marvellous potential of automatic writing and though

Anna Balakian regards the latter as Breton's Illuminations, "that is,

the illustration of the principle and the expression of the marvellous

vision",'* they are not wholly satisfactory. The doubts Breton ex¬

pressed about automatic writing in the 1930's possibly imply that

he, too, felt that more could still be achieved in this domain, and

whether or not the poems of Constellations were written with this at

the back of Breton's mind, nevertheless this final recueil fills the

gap.

1. Balakian, A., Andrd Breton, p.65



CHAPTER NINE

"CONSTELLATION3" (1959)1
Breton's own foreword to Constellations runs as follows:

"L'ensemble des vingt-deux planches rdunies sous le titre
Constellations et qui, dans l'oeuvre de Mir6, s'dchelonnent
entre les dates du 21 Janvier 1940 et du 12 septembre 1941»
constitue une sdrie au sens le plus privil£gi£ du terme. II
s'agit, en effet, d'une succession d£libdrde d'oeuvres de
meme format, empruntant les memes moyens matdriels d'execution.
Elles participent et different l'une de l'autre S. la faqon des
corps de la sdrie aromatique ou cyclique de la chimie; consi-
ddrdes A la fois dans leur progression et leur totality,
chacune d'elles y prend aussi la ndcessitd et la valeur de
chaque composante de la sdrie mathdmatique; enfin le sentiment
d'une r£ussite ininterrompue, exemplaire qu'elles nous pro-
curent, garde ici, au mot sdrie, l'acception qu'il prend dans
les jeux d'adresse et de hasard." (SA 127)

With reference to this foreword complementary information

was supplied by Gdrard Legrand in Podsie & autre, where the texts

and reproductions of the paintings are placed side by side, as they

are in Signe Ascendant:

1. New York: Pierre Matisse, 1959*
Although this final chapter devoted to Breton's short poems

is concerned primarily with Constellations, his last major
recueil, a couple of years later Breton did publish Le la, which
consists of a kind of preface where the poet discusses automatic
writing and four "phrases de demi-sommeil" registered during the
1950'ss
'L'03 dont le claquement de peau rdside en l'ut majeur comme
une moyenne';
•La lune commence ou avec le citron finit la cerise*;
•On composers done un journal dont la signature, compliqude
et nerveuse, sera un sobriquet';
'Si vous vivez bison blanc d'or, ne faites pas la coupe de
bison blanc d'or'. (SA 174-179)
These phrases are interesting, however, only as a record and

an indication that Breton to the end of his days maintained an
interest in the subconscious voice. The preface simply reveals
once more the importance Breton always attached to such phrases,
which he "collected" with the same care as he would give to
precious stones and which he regarded, in fact, as touchstones.
They seemed to give him the note, so to speak.



"Ainsi s'exprime Breton dans une introduction & l'ddition
de luxe (350 examplaires) de cet ouvrage, paru en 1959» at
oi les planches de Mird s'accompagnaient de vingt-deux
'proses paralldles' du po&te. On ne saurait proposer non
plus de meilleur temie pour signifier ces textes qu'on
trouvera ici reproduits dans leur intdgralitd. Issu chacun
d'une reverie produite par 1'image, ils n'en rdpondent pas
moins, par la Constance de leur timbre, A l'unitd d'inspira-
tion du peintre. A l'enchanteraent que nous procurent les
sigles et les astdrisroes de Mir<5, vient ainsi s'ajouter -
sans jamais s'astreindre & Invocation littdralo - celui d'un
autre tissu fderique, ou sur la trame de l'enfance, de la
destinde et de l'amour se joue 1'dvocation toujours frdmissante
du contact de l'homne avec la nature et la ldgende, doubles
interpr&tes de son horoscope spirituel. Constellations
apparalt ainai comme l'un des moments les plus rdvdlateurs,
A tous dgards, de la podsie, voire de la pensde, d'Andrd
Breton." 1

Thus, in these Surrealist "transpositions d'art", Mird's gouaches

are translated into the verbal images of Breton's prose-poems.

The pictures, or their titles, or their general impression or atmos¬

phere, are the spurs to Breton's imagination.

The "proses" of Constellations are seen by Alain Jouffroy

as the final stage in the progressive concentration of Breton's

poetic thoughts

"Pendant les premiers exercices d'dcriture automatique,
Breton a laissd couler l'dnergie mentale cette
dnergie qui nous traverse et que le po&te se proposait
de captor. Ca fluiditd est grande jusqu'ik h'Alr de l'eau.
Puis, il a exercd sur cette dnergie meme un controle de
plus en plus dur jusqu'& composer les podraes extremement
dlabords et mystdrieux de Constellations, les derniers qu'il
a fait paraitre." 2

Written in Paris in the last quarter of 1958» they are

Breton's final distillation in the field of the 3hort prose-poem;

and in this chapter we shall 3ee how this, and the fact that the

poems of Constellations ace "transpositions d'art", affects the

1. op.cit., p.335•
2. Surrdalisme et Podsie; in Alquid, P. (ed.), ontretiens sur le

surrdalisme, p.136.



nature, role and functions of the imagery.

*»»*»**#»*•*»#*

The world these poems portray is the world of the imagina¬

tion, the world of dreams and daydreams, of fancy and desire. Left

to his own devices, a child sees in the tassel of a curtain, dimly

lit by a fickle, flickering lamp, the heraldic paw of a young lion.

Though the title, L'Echelle de 1'Evasion» (3A 131) suggests a girl

eloping with her lover, one sees before very long that this is but

an image, chosen to evoke the child's escape from reality, provoked

by the sight of a Jack-in-the-box and "Pierre-le-Hdrissd".

Even a purring cat seems lost in a world of dreams, and the

poem entitled Femes au bord d'un lac h la surface irisde par le

passage d'un cygne (SA I6l) begins with a splendid and mysterious

evocation of the women's castles in the air:

"Leur reverie se veloute de la chair d'une pensde propor-
tionnde aux dimensions de l'oeil cyolopden qu'ouvrent les
lacs et dont la fixite fascina qui devait se faire le terrible
h^raut du detour Eternal."

In the image of the velvet petals of the pansy all the delicacy,

the softness and the bright colours of the daydreams ore summed up

ik a flash.

The theme of the escape into the world of the imagination

assumes greatest importance, however, in the text with the intrigu¬

ing title Persormages dans la nuit guides par les traces phosphores-

centes des escargots (3A 133)t which is developed immediately and

given surprising force by the poem's opening sentences:

"Lares sont ceux qui ont 6prouv6 le besoin d'une aide sem-
blable en plein jour, — ce plein jour oft le commun des
mortels a l'aimable pretention de voir clair. lis s'appellant
Gerard, Xavier, Arthur... ceux qui ont su qu'au regard de ce
qui serait ft atteindre les chemins traces, si fiers de leurs
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poteaux indicateurs et ne laissant rien & d^sirer sous le
rapport du bien tangible appui du pied, ne m&nent strictement
nulle part.,.,."

In these few lines, remarkably powerful yet at the same time deli¬

cate and discreet, Breton gets to the heart of what separates great

poets from the common run of men. Nerval, Forneret and Rimbaud

placed their trust in their imagination and penetrated the world of

dreams, even in their waking hours. They are the ones who see,

whereas the others, without knowing, are for ever lost in a wood.

So Breton concludes his poem with the following advice:

"A l'^veil, le tout serait de refuser It la fallacieuse
clartd le sacrifice de cette lueur de labradorite qui nous
ddrobe trop vite et si vainement les premonitions et les
incitations du reve de la nuit quand elle est tout ce que
nous avons en propre pour nous diriger sans coup f^rir
dans le d£dale de la rue."

Many years earlier, at the end of the section Breton devotes to

Mlr6 in Le Surr^alisme et la Peinture, he had quoted Forneret in

this respect, after stressing that ".... L'imagination pure est

seule maxtresse de ce qu'au jour le jour elle s1approprie....":

"N'en d^plaise £. quelques idiots, je donne ici pour impres-
criptibles d'autres droits que ceux de la peinture et malgr<5
tout j'esp&re que Mir6 ne me contredira pas si j'affirme
qu'il a d'autres soucis que de procurer &. qui que ce soit un
plaisir gratuit de l'esprit ou des yeux. 'Tout dire se peut
avec l'arc-en-ciel des phrases': souscrire comme je crois
devoir le faire & cette maxime de Xavier Forneret, c'est ne
pas s'attarder & la contemplation de cet arc-en-ciel et c'est,
au-delS., s'instruire de ce que Mir6 dit." 1

Similarly, the reader must not be distracted by simple

admiration of the fresh and delicate beauty of Breton's words in

these poems: a number of them do convey important truths. Person-

nages dans la nuit guides par les traces phosphorescentes des escar¬

gots is a little poetic gem, cut with finesse and precision, yet it

1. Breton, A., Le Surrdalisme et la Peinture (1945 edition), p.70.
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is more than that} like Sur la route de San Romano it is a minia¬

ture manifesto. Likewise, Le 13 l'dchelle a frolg le firmament

(3A 151) not only creates a new myth, but also has the air of a

parable. The scene is set in the first two sentences:

"Celle qu'aima 1'Amour, on sait que, pour avoir voulu le
voir en l'^clairant d'une lampe alors qu'il dormait, elle
le mit en fuite en lui laissant tomber sur la main une

goutte d'huile enflamm£e. II lui est dit qu'elle ne le
retrouvera que tout en haut de la Tour dont l'escalier
commence comme celui de I'Hotel de la Reine Blanche a

Paris mais se rompt et se hdrisse de tou;jours plus d'ob¬
stacles en s'dlevant labyrinths vertical en coupe de murex
tombd en ruines."

Having scaled the tower, having overcome all its obstacles, having

clambered over the ruins of this vertical labyrinth, the girl meets

with just further disappointment: Eros is not there, and she hears

the derisory cries of the mythical figures of Temptation down below:

grotesque hybrids, half women, half mole-crickets, like vampires

playing their dulcimers. It is only then that the girl hears a

voice from the Tower, like the voice of an oracle or a god, giving

her counsel, wise if enigmatic:

"Les yeux fermds redescends par oii tu es venue. Tu ne
t'arreteras pas au niveau du sol. C'est quand h nouveau
tu seras parvenue ici en reflet que te sera r6v6l&
l'dquilibre des forces et que tu poseras le doigt sur le
coffre de parfums."

The moral of this tale is presumably that one must not seek love in

haste} it comes in its own good time} yet the message is phrased in

the most oblique of terms, in which Breton possibly exploits the

association between the words "reflet" and "reflexion" and the homo-

nymy of the latter} but the image of reflexion in this context

suggests not just the theme of light and enlightenment, but also the

ups and downs the girl must experience before she finds love, whose

wonders are suggested superbly in the image of the casket of



perfumes, reminiscent of Pandora's box, at the end of the poem.

Also in the style of a parable, or perhaps of an ancient

legend, is L'Stoile matinale, (SA 139) where the Morning Star

summons a poor shepherd and bestows on him a mysterious gift with

magical properties:

"Elle dit au bergers 'Approche. C'est moi qui t'attirais
enfant vers ces caves profondes oii la mer en se retirant
gare les oeufs des tempetes que lustre le varech, aux
myriades de paupi&res baissdes. Seulement a la lumidre
frisante, cornme on met la main sur les superbes fossiles
au long de la route qui se cherche dans la montagne dyna-
mitde, tu brulais de voir jaillir l'arete d'un coffre de
tr&s ancien ouvrage qui contint (ce n'est meme pas la peine
de le forcer) tout ce qui peut ruisseler d'aveuglant au
monde. Je te le donne parce que c'est toi comme chaque
jour pour que tes sillons grisollent et que, plus flattde
qu'aucune, ta compagne sourie en te retrouvant'

The theme of love filters gently through the recueil. It

is central to Femme dans la nuit (SA 145)» which begins with a

beautiful representation of Everywoman running to meet her lover in

the open country, at sea and in the city, and which then throws the

reader into the heart of a "disxjute" at a Provenqal Court of love:

"Mir Bernat, dit Sifre adossd au rempart de Carcassonne,
d'une dame j'ai la moitid, mais je n'ai pas bien pu decider
s'il me vaut mieux le bas ou le haut."

A similar atmosphere of medieval love prevails in the poem

with the significant title, Le Pidveil au petit jour, (3A 155) which

alludes to the epic of Huon de Bordeaux, where the hero, protected

by Auberon, wins the fair Esclarmonde. In Breton's version the

dwarf Auberon takes on his more familiar form of Oberon, King of

the Fairies, who bids us watch the magic of the finale:

"Chut! Sans plus bouger il nous convie & entendre le beau
Huon frapper &. la fois aux Cent Porte3. En effet le cor
magique brame en chandelier dans le lointain. Le sang
coulera mais il ne sera pas dit que le Chevalier manque §.
nous rapporter les quatre molaires et les moustaches au prix
desquelles est Ssclarmonde et s'accomplit le sacrifice quoti-
dien."
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At the end of Vers l'arc-en-ciel (3A 157) "the sorceress

figure of Concha spells out the alphabet of love; elsewhere there

is a charming picture of benches in the streets worn away in time

by endless successions of young lovers:

"Les bancs des boulevards extdrieurs s'infldchissent avec

le temps sous l'dtreinte des lianes qui s'dtoilent tout
bas de beaux yeux et de lSvres." (SA 167)

The motif of the twining lianas captures splendidly the embraces,

the kisses in the starlight of eternal youth, and suggests, further¬

more, the presence of the trees, whose verdant branches seem to

reach down to bless the loving couples.

Yet if love fills the atmosphere of the poems of Constella¬

tions , their true subject is Woman. As in Mird's elegant canvases,

Her presence is perpetually attested. Her form moulds the sand on

the beach, though the latter claims the converse in its dialogue

with the cork:

"Comme le lit de sa plus belle nuit je moule ses formes
qui suspendent en leur centre la navette de la mer. Je la
flatte comme un chat, & la ddmembrer vers tous ses poles.
Je la tourne vers l'ambre, d'oii fusent en tous sens les
Broadways dlectriques. Je la prends comme la balle au bond,
je l'dtends sur un fil, j'dvapore jusqu'A la dernidre bulle
ses lingeries et, de ses membres jetds, je lui fais faire la
roue de la seule ivresse d'etre." (SA 135)

Not to be outdone, the cork, too, paints and sculpts Her beauty in

this poem which captures both the childlike innocence and charm of

the little song by Desnos, Chant du ciel^ and an eroticism, in the

depiction of the ecstasy the woman feels.

In the next poem (SA 137) the camera gradually moves from a

misty shot of the antlers of a stag reflected in troubled waters to

a close-up of a siren combing her golden locks:

1. Desnos, ft., Corps et Biens, p.115.
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"Que sous le pouvoir du peigne oette masse fluide,inurement
brass^e de sarrasin et d'avoine, tout au long £pingl£e de
d£charges £lectriques, n'est pas plus confondant dans sa
chute le torrent qui bondit couleur de rouille a chaque
detour du chateau de Foug&res aux treize tours par la grace
du geste qui ddcouvre et recouvre le nid sournoisement
tramd des vrilles de la cl&natite."

In this magnificent evocation of a woman's hair, the

starting-point is, of course, virtually a cliche, the comparison

with a torrent or a cascade, but this is ramified into a fine and

complex image: the picture of the waterfall is gradually merged

with that of fields of golden com, to be followed by a movement

back to the tenor with the allusion to the electricity generated

by the combing of the hair, which in turn gives way to a further

suggestion of both the colour and the image of a stream when Breton

paints the "chateau" of Foug&res. This reference to the twelfth

century castle immediately makes the woman the heroine of a tale of

courtly love, but it is with an impression of her physical attrac¬

tion that the poet wishes to leave us, hence the final more sensual

description, which recalls the theme of the veiled erotic.

Perhaps even more of the flavour of Mird's women is cap¬

tured by Breton in Danseusas aorobates (3A 147)» where the circus-

riders and the tight-rope walkers blend into a background of grace¬

ful axes and slender curves, whioh are clearly inspired by the

accompanying picture. The poetess, "La Belle Cordi&re", becomes

not surprisingly a female counterpart of Breton, as she rediscovers

her mission, "... qui est de faire gr^siller le sel de la terre.

Elle mire l'instant ou le soleil doit devenir'noir comme un sac fait

de poil' et le vent joncher la terre de figues vertes." (3A 153)

The most gallant portrait, and the one which epitomizes

Breton's vision of Woman, not just in Constellations, but also in



all his creative writings, is contained in one simple sentence at

the end of the evocation of the daydreams of the heroines of Femmes

au bord d'un lac a la surface lris£e par le passage d'un cy&ne:

"Ellas s'y rendent en tapis volant, sur le merveilleux nuage
d'inconnaissance. C'est IS. que la vapeur des alambics fait
ruche et que le bras, qui reflate h s'y m^prendre le col de
cygne, points tout distraitement sur 1'angle du miel. Plus,
entre les mots, la moindre brisei le luxe est dans la volupt£.
- Toute ferame est la Dame du Lac." (SA l6l)

In these few lines Breton presents the whole atmosphere of Arthuri¬

an legends the wizardry of Berlin in the reference to the stills

and the magic carpet; the hint of myth in the presence of the White

Swan; the code of chivalry, explicit in the final words but in

truth all-pervading.

As will be seen too, in the final section of this study,

devoted to the long poems, Breton in the final part of his life

includes in his poems more and more medieval allusions and captures

more and more the tone of the medieval romance and allegory. His

earlier admiration for Gothic castles and Gothic novels is supple¬

mented now by an admiration and appreciation of Celtic myths and

legends. These medieval allusions make Breton's poetic universe in

Constellations even more of a fairy world than it had been hither¬

to, and, as we have seen, all his previous recueils, L'Air de i'Eau

in particular, seemed to have been set in wonderland, in a world of

dreams, where "le merveilleux" was king.

At times Breton makes specific mention of sorcery, as in

La Podtessei

"Des taillis oi couve une chanson ensorcelante perce par
dclairs et ondule la pointe du sein de la belladone." (SA 153)

In this atmosphere of magic the image which gave the plant its name

is delicately revived: the belladonna is changed back into a
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beautiful woman; and at the end of Personnage blesse (SA 141) Breton

suggests that anyone can suddenly awaken and find himself in the

heart of a magic forest.

The scenes depicted in these poems suggest the world of the

ballet: the characters seem to dance delicately and gracefully

across the stage, in gauzy costumes of pastel shades, against a

fairy backcloth.

The impression of a fairy paradise is reinforced, however,

by the manifold allusions to flowers and plants, to the birds

present in Mir<5's titles, to precious stones, to surreal beasts.

These motifs, very often chosen for the beauty of the words themsel¬

ves, bring a new vocabulary to poetry: amongst the birds one finds

"cormerans", "accenteur", "corbeau", "cygne" and "rossignol";

amongst the myriad botanical allusions there are "fuchsia", "pensde",

"le sorbier", "ak&ne", "coquelicot", "sarrasin", "avoine", "cl£ma-

tite", "garance", "magnolia", "une amande qui germe", "seringa",

"belladone"; from the insect kingdom one comes across "lucioles",

"vers luisants", "criocSre", "courtili&re", "cerfs volants"; in the

precious stones there are "labradorite" and "agate oeillde".

In the final poem, Le Passage de l'oiseau divin, however,

the birds and butterflies acquire extra dimensions; in their care¬

free flight Breton reads an elementary yet profound lesson:

"Un oiseau, un papillon ne sont jamais tristes. Les papillons
sont tr&s £lev£s en esprit; ils jouent avec les enfants; le
papillon le sait et s'en amuse: il s'dchappe toujours, meme
quand on l'attrape et qu'on le tue." (SA 171)

The man of the city has acquired the simple wisdom of the peasant.

The birds and butterflies know the secret of happiness and are the

masters even in death.
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A similar lesson emerges from L'Oiseau raigrateur;

"Sur les mur3 des petits bourgs, des haneaux perdus, ces
beaux signes ft la craie, au charbon, o'est 1*alphabet des
vagabonds qui se ddroule: un quignon de pain, peut-etre un
verre ft trois maisons aprfts la forge5 chateau* gare au mo-
losse qui peut sauter la haie. Ailleurs le petit homme nu,
qui tient la eld des rdbus, est toujours aseis sur sa pierre.
A qui veut 1'entendre, mais c'est si rare, il enseigne la
langue des oiseaux: 'Qui rencontre cette vdritd de lettres,
de mots et de suite ne peut jamais, en s'exprimant, tomber
au-dessous de sa conception.' Sous les ponts de Paris, le
fleuve monnaye, entre autres Bureaux, le souvenir des
priapdes au temps oft le chef des jongleurs levait tribut
sur chaque folle femme. Et chacun de nous passe et repasse,
traquant inlassablement sa chimftre, la tete en calebasse au
bout de son bourdon." (oA 163)

The motif of the key-bearer is quite explicitly a hermetic motif in

this poem, and both the tramps' alphabet and the language of the

birds evoke arcane codes. Yet the oharm of the poem resides not so

much in its occultism as in its little allegory of the pilgrim,

possibly inspired by Flamel's reputed pilgrimage to Compoetella,

and in the image of the Seine flowing lazily and peacefully beneath

the bridges of medieval Paris and minting memories. One little

touch, the allusion to the "mdreaux", counters distributed to the

members of the chapter, is sufficient to make the picture complete.

At the level of imagery, images belonging to the categories

Breton listed in the first Manifeste are still to be found; in this

respect one can cite the apparently hallucinatory sequence at the

beginning of Le Rdveil au petit jour*

"A tire d'aile s'dloigne le bonnet de la raeuniftre et voilft
qu'ii survoie le clocher, repoussant les cerfs-volants de
la nuit, comme les autres en forme da coeurs et de cages.
La charrue ft tite d'alouette le oontemnle de l'herbe grasse."

(SA 155)

The wind blows away the bonnet of the miller's wife and, as in Mird's

canvas, it blends with the birds and insects in the sky and, as it

flies over the steeple, becomes one of them. Then in the dream-like
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vision the lark, perched out of character on the plough, is seen as

its heads the bird and the implement are fused into one surreal

mongrel, breaching once more the concept of the three kingdoms:

animal, vegetable and mineral. There is further visual surrealism

in Personnage blessd (SA 141), where an old woman carries a bundle

of red-hot thorns. Furthermore, the "jeu de l'un dans l'autre" is

recalled by the opening line on page 169s "Le sorbier entre dans la

lyre ou bien la lyre dans le sorbier."

The curves, the lines, the zigzags, the orescent moons, the

"sigles" and the "astdrismes" of Mird's paintings are reflected in

the allusions to whorls, scrolls, musical notes and signs in Bre¬

ton's poems. Le Chant du rossignol & minuit et la pluie matinale

(3A 149) begins with a splendid image, which perhaps evokes the

nightingale's song, of a treble-clef bestriding the moon; at the

end of the same poem quavers, rather than old women, place the lids

on their pots. Vers l'arc-en-oiel (SA 157) contains the motif of

flowery volutes and the image of a diaboloj elsewhere in the re-

cueil mention is made of graphs, arcs, musical scores, wires and

shuttles, dpdes and foils, climbing plants and twirls of smoke,

flashing blades and beating wings.

Vers l'aro-en-ciel likewise evokes Mir<5's land of birth:

the scarlet "muleta" introduces the image of the bull-fight, the

agility of the matador, his tormenting of the bull, the stab-thrust

and the spurt of seething blood.

The title Constellations is a further spur to the imagery*,

the picture accompanying "traces phosphorescentes des escargots"

suggests that this strange phrase may be an evocation of the Milky

Way, which is mentioned explicitly in Femme dans la Nuit (CA 145)•
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One of the titles has been seen to be L'atoile matinale: in other

texts Breton speaks of the starlight, the night, the moon and the

firmament. One title is especially significant for the way in

whioh it unites several major motifs and themes: Chiffres et con¬

stellations amoureux d'une femme (3A 165).

One series of images, in particular, summarizes very simply

Constellations and points to the cosmic forces at work behind the

theme of love: these images suggest the idea of attraction. In the

sand's eulogy of Woman in Femmes sur la plage (SA 135) the dominant

imagery evokes this theme: allusions to poles, amber, the neon

lights of Broadway; the "fernme h. la blonde aisselle coiffant sa che-

velure & la lueur des dtoiles" (3A 137) is charged with static

electricity} in Danseuses acrobates (3A 147) Breton speaks of a

strange radar "qui aiguille infailliblement les rencontres" and at

the end of the same sentence mentions the phenomenon of "tropisme",

which determines the direction in which a plant grows. The bird

deciphering the unknown to the young lovers (SA I67) employs a

curious symbol of blazing flowers, possibly inspired partly by the

stars, to evoke the theme of attraction, coupled finally with that

of harmony:

"Hlles (les fleurs) sont pour nous traduire en termes con¬
crete 1'adage des mythographes qui veut que 1'attraction uni¬
versalis soit une quality de 1'espace et 1'attraction char-
nelle la fille de cette quality mais oublie par trop de
specifier que c'est ici S. la fille, pour le bal, de parer la
mdre. II suffit d'un souffle pour libdrer ces myriades
d'aigrettes porteuses d'ak&nes. Fntre leur essor et leur
retombde selon la courbe sans fin du ddsir s'inscrivent en

harmonie tous les signes qu'englobe la partition cdleste."

Here the themes of woman and love, the motifs of birds and flowers,

ciphers and stars, scrolls and musical notes are brought together

in the magic atmosphere of this multiple image which is a microcosm
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of the whole recueil. Both Constellations and the universe of Mird

are admirably summed up by Breton himself in the section of Le 3ur-

rdalisme et la Feinture devoted to the Spanish painters

" Pour mille probl&mes qui ne le prdoccupent h. aucun
degrd bien qu'ils soient ceux dont 1'esprit humain est pdtri,
il n'y a peut-etre en Joan Mird qu'un ddsir, celui de s'aban-
donner pour peindre, et seulement pour psindre, (ce qui pour
lui est se restreindre au seul domaine dans lequel nous
soyons surs qu'il dispose de noyens) h. ce pur automatisms
auquel je n'ai, pour ma part, jamais cessd de faire appel,
mais dont je crains que Mird par lui-nerae ait tr&s sommaire-
ment vdrifid la valeur, la raison profondes

.Derri&re les incantations rdpdtdes en latin de
carapagne, dans 1'ombre de la chaudi&re & retours de flamme
oft par definition les produits de la combustion doivent re-
venir sur eux-memes avant de passer par la cheminde, il est
permis de voir en cheque dtoile une fourche, dans un corps
meme humain 'une substance pleine de points, de lignes et
d'angles' et cela sans plus, dans un animal ft plumes les
plumes, dans un autre animal les poils, de ne juger la France,
l'Sspagne que selon leur contour sur la carte et ce qu'il
offre dans sa sinuositd de particulier, de ne demander au
rdel que le surexpres3if, 1'expressif au sens le plus enfantin,
et de ne rien combiner au-del& de cet expressif. Mot pour
oeil, dent pour mot Nul n'est prds d'associer comme lui
l'inassociable, de rompre indiffdremment ce que nous n'osons
souhaiter de voir rompu." 1

In the universe of Mird, as in Constellations, the association of

the unassociable, which was the original basic criterion for the

successful surrealist image, is achieved with a remarkable spon¬

taneity and naturalness. It is as if the bonnet was made to fly

over the spire rather than stay perched on the head of the miller's

wife} and it is this subtle combination of the surprising and the

natural which makes not just the imagery of Constellations but also

the whole recueil in almost every detail so attractive and aestheti¬

cally pleasing. The images no longer jar, as they did frequently

in Les Champs magndtiques} they no longer destroy the thread of the

poem, but rather give it ever more interest and delicate grace.

1. op.cit., (1945 edition), pp.68-9.



Just as L'Air de I'Eau marks the summit of Breton's achievement in

the field of the short poem in free verse, so Constellations fills

what had Been an important gap in Breton's poetry, the need for a

splendid collection of short prose-poems.

However, Constellations not only fills this particular gap

hut also perhaps eclipses L'Air de l'Eau and therefore does Become

his finest recueil, Because although Constellations contains as

many surprising images as L'Air de I'Eau, they are integrated even

more happily into the framework of the poems than is the case with

the earlier collection.

Before our study of Breton's poetry is completed, however,

we have to consider the series of long poems Breton wrote during

the Second World Wars Pleine Marge, Fata Morgana, Les Etats gdn£-

rauxt and the Ode £. Charles Fourier; they add an extra dimension,

Both literally and metaphorically, to his writings and, furthermore

throw extra light on the question of imagery, analogy and symbolism



CHAPTER TEN

THE QUARTET OF LONG POMS; "PLBINE MARGE", "FATA MORGANA",

"LE5 ETATS GENERAUX", THE "ODE A CHARLES FOURIER"

Making no mention of Pleine marge, Anna Balakian in her hook

Andr£ Breton groups the last three of this series together and

refers to them as "The Epic Poems". Yet Pleine marge is written

in the same style as the other three poems, it possesses the same

basic structure as the Ode a Charles Fourier and though it is some¬

what shorter, only Violette Nozi&res of Breton's other poems can

match it for length. Moreover, like Fata Morgana, Les Etats g£n£-

raux and the Ode £ Charles Fourier, it was written during the

Second World War and sheds light on Breton's reactions to a parti¬

cular period and aspect of the war.

Anna Balakian feels that with these poems Breton creates a

new genre, the modern epic? she regards it as his most marked con¬

tribution to poetry and claims!

"With these poems Breton joins, in fact, Claudel and St.John
Perse [sic] in a triptych of France's modern cosmic poets,
in the first half of the twentieth century. But what distin¬
guishes Breton's from the more grandiose manner of the other
two is that he brings himself in collision with world events
and searches for their meaning in the microcosm of his life
as well as in the macrocosm of the natural world.

Before Breton the epic always identified a hero or heroes
who transcended cataclysmic events in spirit at least, if not
in body; they struggled against overpowering forces and
forgot their personal lives in the participation in the collec¬
tive phenomena upon which they had an impact. The tradition
of the epic was to be carried on by Breton's erstwhile compani¬
ons, Eluard and Aragon, in the eloquent exchange between the
•I' and the collective conscience, as virtual heroes of the
Resistance. In a surge of lyricism - except for the more
sophisticated Brocdliande of Aragon - they virtually dissipated
all the cryptic character of surrealist communication, as if
direct expression heightened the poignancy of the dark spring
of 1940 when 'the roses and the lilacs' dripped blood across
the countryside Beside their unilateral
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and universal message so instantaneously understood by the
generation participating in the events of 1940» Breton's
poems lack outer vibrance, are indeed sotto voce, and are
related dimly to the events that triggered them.

The intransigence of Breton revealed itself once more
as he desisted from the natural and easy path by which he
could have given simple expression to the gigantic tragedy.
Instead, he created a form of poetry more hermetic than it
had ever been in the days of automatic writing. The ellipsis
of language coupled with the enigmas of thought produced the
closed character of these last poems." 1

Though it is perhaps an exaggeration to claim that these

poems are more hermetic than the automatic texts and to claim, as

Anna Balakian does, that they all exceed three hundred lines, when

Les Atats g&adraux contains but 212, nonetheless her words serve

as a good introduction to this final series of poems.

Yet although Anna Balakian'a term "epic poems" brings out

the dimensions of the works and the importance of their themes, the

term "symphonio poems", if one may employ this musical expression

in its transferred sense, could portray their structure and basic

nature* somewhat free in form, they are composed of a number of

different movements, only more or less inter-relatedj each is con¬

structed around one principal theme, myth or symbol, but they all

contain an intricate pattern of sub-themes} they possess great

rhythmic variation} and at times certain devices in the lay-out,

e.g. the use of italics, movements from verse to prose or vice versa,

may be seen as changes of key or indications of a form of poetic

orchestration.

The nomenclature of these poems matters little, however} what

does matter is their merit and interest as poetry; one can be con¬

tent to refer to them as Breton's quartet of long poems.

1. Balakian, A., Andr£ Breton, pp.183-4.
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"Pleine marge" (1940)

In a foreword to the 1962 edition of Pierre Kabille's book,

Le Miroir du Merveilleux, a foreword entitled Pont-Levis, published

in Perspective cavali&re (PC 192-203), 3reton recalls the circum¬

stances in which Pleine marge was written. After the armistice of

June 1940 Breton was demobilized in the unoccupied zone. Complet¬

ely without means and with his wife and small daughter to support,

Breton*a first thought was to seek refuge with Fierre Mabille, who

had been his family doctor as well as a close friend in Paris but

had moved to Galon-de-Provence. Kabille shared 3reton's interests

in anthropology and occultism; according to Breton, Mabille was

greatly influenced by Pierre Piobb, the first translator into

Frenoh of Robert Fluid's treatises on general astrology and geo-

niancy, and was particularly interested in the Centuries astrolo-

gique3 of Nostradamus, whose tomb is to be seen in 3alon-de-Pro-

vince. It was therefore not just because of Nabille's hospitality

that Breton dedicated Pleine marge to hina

"Je ne puis me proposer ici que de faire entrevoir le
partage de Pierre Mabille entre la pensde discursive
appuyde sur las plus solides connaiasances et le gout
de soruter h. longues antennes.

C'est plus sp^oialeaent h. cette derni&re disposition
qu'entend rendre hommage la dddicace que je lui ai faite
alors de mon pofeme 'Pleine marge', sntrepris S. la fin de
notre sdjour h. Galon et achevd h. F.'artigues toujours dans
sa lumiSre," (PC 196-197)

The poena was written in the month of Geptember 1940, when it

seemed to 3reton that they were encamped on a "terrain vague", and

it is perhaps in this light that one can begin to understand the

implications of the poem's title. Breton is left with time on his

hands, he has full latitude, there is a very wide margin to fill.

Breton feels that he is only on the fringe of great and possibly
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cataclysmic events. It was seen in Arcane 17 that Breton believed

that the experience of very deep boredom could sometimes lead to

strange but valid solutions to life's problems. Breton felt that

it was when one is completely "disponible" that interventions of

objective chance can play a decisive role. It is almost certainly

because of this that Pleine marge is dominated by the theme of the

encounter.

In the opening lines, however, Breton reveals certain impor¬

tant aspects of his character. He begins with the proud statement,

implying perhaps that he is a leader rather than a follower, per¬

haps that he suspects initiates or those who claim to have accom¬

plished the Great Works

"Je ne suis pas pour les adeptes" (SA 30).

(it is presumably for the statement of principle in the opening

lines that Philippe Audoin regards Pleine marge as a "poSme-mani-

feste".)^ Then with the aid of a splendid image Breton evokes the

feeling of rebellion sparked off in him by the sight of a churchj

"La lampe de mon coeur file et bientot hoqukte £. l'approche
des parvis". (SA 30)

He 3ees himself as the embodiment of risk and revolt, a person who

cannot settle for the quiet life; and these ideas give rise to the

next sequence of images: v

"Je n'ai jamais 6t6 port£ que vers ce qui ne se tenait pas a
carreau

Un arbre £lu par l'orage
Le bateau de lueurs ramen£ par un mousse
L'Edifice au seul regard sans clignement du ldzard et
mille frondaisons" (ibid.)

The idea of storms, explicit in the image of the tree singled out to

be struck by lightning, implicit in the ship brought back to harbour

1. Audoin, P., Breton, p.l35«
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by a cabin-boy, presumably the sole survivor of the crew, are

particularly appropriate, of course, in the late summer of 1940,

when the full significance of the fall of Prance was only just be¬

coming apparent after the traumatic effect of the initial shock.

Twice in these opening lines of the poem Breton's revolt is

expressed in terms of images of light or fire (the masculine ele¬

ment): the "lampe" (l. 3) and the "bateau de lueurs" (l. 6); and

this recalls the claim Breton was to make at the end of Arcane 17,

" c'est la r^volte meme, la r^volte seule qui est crdatrice

de lumi&re". (cf. supra, p.292). Later in the poem the tone of

revolt is expressed with images of excess, like the breaking of the

pedal-board of an organ:

"Les coquillage3 grants des syst^mes tout drig£s qui 3e
pr£sentent en coupe irrdguli&re dans la campagne

Avec leurs escaliers de nacre et leurs reflets de vieux
verres de lanternes

Ne me retiennent qu'en fonction de leur part de vertige
Faite a l'homme qui pour ne rien laisser £chapper de la
grande rumeur

Parfois est all£ jusqu'a briser le p^dalier". (SA 32)

Thu.i the man who strikes a jarring note is a man after his own heart.

According to Breton, the only women in his life had been those

who shared his defiant attitude and his refusal to content himself

with narrow "reality":

"Je n'ai vu a l'exclusion des autres que des femrnes qui
avaient maille & partir avec leur temps

Ou bien elles montaient vers moi soulevdes par les
vapeurs d'un abime

Ou encore absentee il y a moins d'une seconds elles me
prdcddaient du pas de la Joueuse de tympanon

Bans la rue au moindre vent ou leurs cheveux portaient
la torche". (SA 30)

Reading these lines one thinks of Nadja, just as the image of Jac¬

queline is suggested by the subsequent allusion to a Byzantine

queen, first seen in the "quartier des Halles".



With her begins the series of encounters, firstly with women,

secondly with the rebels of history. Amongst the women 3reton

mentions a cave-child whose embrace prolonged for life the Eskimo

night, even when dawn engraved its reindeer on the window-pane (a

splendid variation of Breton's standard images of dawn, steamed-up

or icy windows), a nun with lips of nasturtium noticed in the bus

from Crozon to Quimper, "l'ancienne petite gardienne ailde de la

Porte", and finally the lady Breton saw smiling at him from the

depths of the Etang de Berre (an allusion clearly inspired by Bre¬

ton's visit to Martigues at the edge of the lake).

The rebel figures of history Breton includes in the second

sequence are the fifth century heresiarch, Pelagius; the Francis¬

can illuminate, Joachim of Floris, who, disgusted by ecclesiastical

abuses, elaborated a mystical doctrine announcing the triumph of

spiritual values, but possibly selected by Breton because of his

prophecies, too, or because he was a chief impetus for radical move¬

ments in the later Middle Ages and Renaissance} the medieval German

philosopher Meister Eckhart, with whom Hegel had recognized affini¬

ties and who was condemned by the Pope for his mystical and panthe¬

istic theories; Cornelius Jansen, Deacon Paris, and their succes¬

sors, the Bonjour brothers of Fareins, representing the most famous

heretical doctrine in France since the time of the Albigensians;

and even perhaps Catherine CadiSre, "La belle la viol£e la soumise

l'accablante La Cadiere", to whom Huysmans refers in La-bas and who

was one of the principals in a notorious case of "sorcery by the
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breath" in the eighteenth century."*"
Though Breton makes it plain that he does not share the ideas

of these historical figures, all the more so as they are by and

large religious heretics, he does admire their rebellious stands:

"Et raeme des etres engages dans une voie qui n'est pas
la mienne

Qui est S s'y m^prendre le contraire de la mienne
Elle s'ensable au depart dans la fable des origines
Mais le vent s'est lev£ tout & coup les rampes se sont
mises §. osciller grandement autour de leur pomme iris£e

Et pour eux q'a 6t£ l'univers d£fenestr£

0 grand mouvement sensible par quoi les autres parvierment
k etre les miens

Meme ceux-lA dans l'5clat de rire de la vie tout encadr£s
de bure

Ceux dont le regard fait un accroc rouge dans les buissons
de mures

K'entrainent m'entrainent oil je ne sais pas aller
Les yeux band£s tu brules tu t'£loignes tu t'£loignes
De quelque mani&re qu'ils aient frappd leur couvert est
mis chez moi". (SA 32-33)

The implication is that because such figures have in the past come

to Breton's rescue by serving as spiritual guides, he is making him¬

self available in 1940 to meet and greet like minds, who will give

him a lead, as the image of the blindfold suggests. Later in the

war Breton's discovery in a New York bookshop of an edition of the

works of Fourier is a perfect example of how this operates. These

guides play a special role in Breton's life; they bring encourage¬

ment and new outlooks, so that he oan admit:

1. Girard, a Jesuit priest, was accused at Aix in 1731 of seducing
Catherine CadiSre by this means and of other offences in con¬
nection with her. One day Girard found an excuse to blow away
something from the young lady's gown and from that moment she fell
under his spell and became infatuated with him. Her religious
ecstasies increased and she even displayed the Christ stigmata.
At length doubts arose in Mile Cadi&re's mind and she told her
parents what had happened. In consequence, P&re Girard was
arrested; some accounts relate that he was acquitted of the char¬
ges, others state that he was burnt at the stake, (v. Rollo
Ahmed, The Black Art, London: Jarrolds, 1968 edition (first pub¬
lished 1936), p.lC6.)
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"Avec eux et le vent j'ai tout ce qu'il me faut". (5A 34)

The evocation of the rebels of history, like that of the

women, is at times somewhat fancifulj Breton still does not spurn

the sudden intuition presented by a strange image, or a "phrase de

rdveil", which can be coupled with a more rational statement to

complete the portrait. Pelagius is painted in one lines

"Mon beau Pdlage couronnd de gui ta tete droite sur tous
ces fronts courbds" (SA 33)

The mere mention of the mistletoe crown suffices to evoke the Celtic

priest.

The portrait of Joachim of Floris is, however, much more

surreal:

"Joachim de Flore mend par les anges terribles
Qui a certaines heures aujourd'hui rabattent encore leurs

ailes sur les faubourgs
Oft les chemindes fusent invitant a une rdsolution plus proche

dans la tendresse
Que les roses constructions heptagonales de Giotto", (ibid.)

The visual surrealism of the opening lines of this sequence may con¬

tain an oblique allusion to aeroplanes, in addition to evoking the

abbot's visions and statues of angels in churches. Though the

phrase "les roses constructions heptagonales de Giotto" may seem

strange, the Italian artist did produce what one can regard as seven-

sided paintings, e.g. The Crucifixion in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum

in Berlin, and pink was one of his favourite colours} otherwise the

word "heptagonales" may evoke the experience of perception and

depth in Giotto's pictures.

These portraits, like the whole poem, are mixtures of simple

statements, anecdotes, allusions and surrealist images. In their

interplay the function of the images resembles that of the chance

encounters, of the intervention of "le hasard objectif" in Breton's
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life. They act as refreshing stimuli to the poet's mind, they

make him see hitherto unsuspected analogies, just as within the

basic surrealist image itself distant realities are thrown togeth¬

er. The images are thus more than mere ornamentation, though they

are still largely instrumental in creating the poetic quality, in

the traditional sense of the term. They provide the colour, but

they also supply the surprise and the sudden extra dimensions.

The particular function and nature of the imagery of Pleine marge

is well illustrated in one short "stanza" in the middle of the poem»

"Je prends mon bien dans les failles du roc la ou la mer
Prdcipite ses globes de chevaux months de chiens qui hurlent
Oii la conscience n'est plus le pain dans son manteau de roi
Mais le baiser le seul qui se recharge de sa propre braise".

(SA 32)

The stanza opens on a fairly prosaic note, as Breton draws

his sustenance from the simple pleasures of nature; but the thought

or sight of the sea crashing against the rocks immediately suggests

the picturesque but apt image of the waves transformed into horses

ridden not by human jockeys but by baying dogs, an image which

captures all the thrills, the excitement and the spectacle of the

racecourse or battlefield, and presents not just the visual impres¬

sion of the blue-green sea topped with white foam but also the sound

and the fury of the mass of water as it pounds against the rocky

shore. The use of the en.jambement has the effect of emphasizing

the word "pr^cipite" and the force of the sea whose action it evokes.

The idea of drawing sustenance is then ramified, firstly by the

allusion to bread, secondly by the allusion to the kiss. The second

two lines possibly suggest that physical nourishment, symbolized by

the bread, albeit bread in a royal cloak, is not enough, and that

the more spiritual food, love, is required, too. Breton's knowledge
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that his wife and daughter are by his side in his hour of want is

at least as consoling as the recollections of the encounters and

the inspiration of the heretics. (At the end of the poem the idea

of drawing sustenance is combined with the image of the heretics,

for there Breton states that they have left him a goodly supply of

provisions.) With the aid of these simple things Breton can re¬

charge his batteries, so to speak, the idea of the final words of

the sequence. This, in fact, is the real note of the poem. Bre¬

ton's stay in Salon-de-Provence gives him the chance to collect his

thoughts. He was struggling to find a solution: he had time on his

hands, but no control over events. Writing Pleine marge helps him

to clear the air a little; this poem is in reality a prelude to the

three longer epic poems of wartime, and in theme and tone it is

very much a prelude to Fata Morgana, written a few months later in

similar circumstances, though by then the Bretons had moved to

Marseilles.

Unlike Fata Morgana, however, the structure of Pleine marge

is fairly linear. The poem can be divided into four parts: in the

first section (ll. l-ll) Breton reveals what he regards as the

basic aspects of his character; the second section (ll. 12-30) is

devoted to the theme of the encounter; section three (11. 31-53)

begins with fresh revelations of Breton's personality, which gradu¬

ally introduce, in general terms, the theme of the heretic; the

final section (11. 59-78) is the section of the rebels and heretics

of history. There is thus a regular progression in the poem; even

though it contains some surrealist images and some surreal sequences,

the basic structure is a rational one. Breton returns to this

pattern with the Ode a Charles Fourier, but in the meantime he con-
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structed Fata Morgana in a completely different manner. Nonetheless

because of their length, because of their subjects, because of the

time of their composition, Pleine marge and Fata Morgana belong to

the same series.

"Fata Morgana" (1940)

The arrival of the Bretons in Marseilles, where they were

the guests of Victor Serge at the villa "Air-Bel" belonging to the

Comitd de Secours am£ricain aux Intellectuels, did not change their

basic plight. Thus the mood of Fata Morgana is very similar to

that of Fleine marge, though Marseilles brings new points of refer¬

ence, without which Breton would not have been able to write this

new poem.

The title Fata Morgana is itself almost a kind of rebus, con¬

taining different layers of significance. The "fata morgana" is a

kind of mirage, seen especially in the Strait of Messina. In the

mirage apocalyptic figures can be perceived in the morning sky over

the Mediterranean. Breton's poem is a poem of dawn. It unfolds

his thoughts and feelings at a time which must have seemed apoca¬

lyptic to him, and near the end Breton refers to "le sens d'une

rdvdlation myst^rieuse" (SA 49)• "Fata Morgana" is also, however,

the Latin form of "la fde Morgane", a figure to whom Apollinaire

had made frequent allusion. In Italian poetry the Fata Morgana

dwelt at Mongibel in Sicily; as far as her role in Breton's poem is

concerned, it is as well to remember that the personality of Morgan

in the Romance poems is quite different from the one portrayed in

English versions of the legends:

"Morgan le Fay is seldom presented under the sinister, or at
least ambiguous aspect, that she wears for English readers:
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more frequently, she is a type of beauty."*
At the beginning of Breton's poem there is the suggestion

that the fay is the protector of the refugees, huddled together

in the town:

"Ce matin la fille de la montagne tient sur ses genoux un
accordion de chauves-souris blanches." (SA 36) *

Moreover, in the Brittany cycle Morgane was the fairy of the

lie de Sein, off the west coast of Finist&re, which Breton,in com¬

pany with Eluard and Valentine Hugo, had visited in 1931.^ There

she was reputed for her healing powers. Her name, though it has

been interpreted in sundry ways, has invariably been connected with

the sea,^ and so she becomes for Breton a sea-goddess and a symbol

of his coming sea-voyage. To complicate matters further, however,

Morgan was confused in the Middle Ages with Morrigan, the Celtic

goddess of war, who used to appear in the guise of a hideous bird

unto warriors who were destined to perish in the combat. When one

recalls that Breton, earlier in 1940, had served on the medical

staff at the pilots' school in Poitiers, the legend of the hideous

bird assumes particular significance, though to anyone in 1940 the

concept of war in the air and the Bight of squadrons of the Luft¬

waffe must have given rise to thoughts of the Apocalypse.

1. Gardner, E.C., The Arthurian Legend in Italian Literature, London:
J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 1930, p.35.

2. Anna Balakian has made a very interesting diacovexy, as far as the
allusion to the "chauves-souris blanche^" is concerned:
"Chauves-souris blanches was the ten:. i>y which the Vfhite
Russian refugees of the Communist Revolution had been known in
Paris where they flocked in the 1920's, when Breton was a youth.
The analogy with the 1940 refugees is obvious." (Andrd Breton,
p.186).

3. cf. VC 39? " J'ai constats l'dt£ suivant, de l'lle de Sein que
son nom doit rendre ch&re aux psychanalystes, que les bateaux
n'dtaient ni plus ni moins immobiles sur la mer"; and v. photo¬
graph in Alexandrian, ., Andr£ Breton par lui-meme, p.33.

4. v. Paton, L.A., Studies in the Faery Mythology of Arthurian Ro¬
mance, New York: Burt Franklin, I960, p.9»
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Anna Balakian suggests that the fairy Morgan is perhaps

identifiable with the statue of Ifotre-Dame de la Garde which domi¬

nates Marseillesand this may explain Breton's image of "la fille

de la montagne" for the church was built on a hillock.

Fata Morgana is worthy of the appellation, a "symphonic

poem"j its multiple themes, inter-related to a greater or lesser

degree, create a series of movements and interludes. The poem is

not marked, however, by a rational progression. Odd suggestions

of one theme are followed by notes of another, and so on throughout

the piece.

The structure is therefore parallel rather than linear, and

this is an obvious indication of the poem's analogical rather than

discursive development.

This is similar to what H.M. MoLuhan describes as the

"cubist perspective" of the opening of The Waste Land,

".... which renders, at once, a diversity of views with the
spectator always in the centre of the picture." 2

The effect on the reader is that he feels at first that he

has been abandoned in a maze, and this is, of course, more or less

Breton's feeling after his flight to the South after the fall of

France. Both the poet and the reader have to find a path out of

this metaphorical labyrinth. The solution, if only a temporary one,

for the poet, is to present the complex of images, ideas, signs,

symbols he detects; a possible solution for the reader is to try to

extricate one by one the various themes and motifs. In any case

the device of thematic elaboration, the use of leitmotive, is, at

1. Andrd Breton, p.186.
2. Essays in Criticism, I. 3> pp.281-282; quoted in Davie, D.,

Articulate Energy, p.152.
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least since Wagner, a fundamental aspect of symbolism} moreover,

it is one of the features of the rhythm of the poem, if one gives

to "rhythm" the meanings ascribed to it by 3.M. Forster in Aspects

of the Novel, where it is defined both in terms of the relationship

between large movements a3 in a symphony and in terms of recurrent

themes.

The first series of themes revolves around the title and in¬

volves allusions to Arthurian legend. After the title and the

initial allusion to the "fille de la montagne", there is perhaps an

oblique reference to Morgan in 1. 23, which recalls earlier Surreal¬

ist games 8

"Si j'dtais une ville dis-tu Tu serais Ninive sur le Tigre",
(SA 37)

for in a Spanish version King Arthur's life was preserved by the

care of Morgan and the virtues of the Tigris.1
The main Arthurian allusions come at the end of the poem,

2
however, where there is a mysterious white stag, winged and with

glints of gold, which steps out of the "bois du Chatelet", draws a

sword and attacks a ubiquitous eagle.

A little later, though one thinks automatically of Paris

when Breton refers to Notre—Dame, it may well be that he had in

mind the church in Marseilles, and certainly that city and the back¬

ground of contemporary events form the second obvious series of

themes.

1. v. intwhistle, .V.J., The Arthurian Legend in the Literature?of
the Spy.ish Peninsula, London and Torontot J.M. Dent and Sons
Ltd., (New Yorkt D,P. Button & Co.), 1925» p.34.

2. The white stag or hind is, of course, very common in Arthurian
storiesi "There is the one that leads Floriant to TAorgan's
palace in Floriant et Florete. In Graelent a white doe, pursued
by the hero, guides him to his fairy love, and it is in the form
of a white stag that Defiro brings the Sicambrian king to Gerne
in Parsafpresto." (Gardner, 13.C. The Arthurian Legend in Italian
Literature, p.324).
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As soon as Breton awakes, he is reminded of his exile. The

furniture in the bedroom is not his, and in the opening sequence

of the poem it becomes the source of images evoking his feeling of

uneasiness:

"Dans 1'angle je commence & voir briller la mauvaise comnode
qui s'appelle hier

II y a de oes meubles embarrassants dont le veritable office
est de cacher les issues

II y a de ces meubles plus lourds que s'ils dtaient eraplis
de sable au fond de la raer

Contre eux il faudrait des mots-leviers". (SA 36-37)

The pieces of furniture are the symbols of refuge, but also the re¬

minders of exile; at times perhaps Breton feels guilty of a kind of

"nauvaise foi" in fleeing to the South. This feeling is perhaps

evoked by the image of the "mauvaise commode"; Breton is aware at

times that he is wallowing in the past, in memories. He notes the

hotels with their plants, the florists' shops, an ivy-covered bal¬

cony, the cranes in the docks. In a dream the municipal watering-

carts are transformed into an attractive image of women, the spray

of water suggesting a dress (l. 37)* Bo even in wartime Marseilles

Breton can transform reality into poetry, just as the fay in the

Arthurian romances could summon the hero to fairyland. To while

away the time Breton remembers a popular custom and tries to read

his destiny in the coffee, in the bubbles created by the sugar:

"Ce sont autant de baisers dgards
Avant qu'elles ne courent s'andantir contre les bords
0 tourbillon plus savant que la rose
Tourbillon qu'emporte l'esprit qui me regagne a 1'illusion
enfantine

Que tout est la pour quelque chose qui me concerns" (SA 40)

There is none of the lassitude of Prufrock's "I have measured out

my life with coffee spoons", however; the bubbles become for Breton

symbols of the workings of fate, and as such are swollen in his
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imagination into whirlpools, which would seem to evoke the cata¬

clysmic forces recently unleashed in the world, but which, in fact,

provoke a new surge of optimism in the poet. The fragile and

evanescent quality of the bubbles helps to explain these rapid

changes of significance. 7/e are reminded of J. "iddleton ' urxy's

concept of "crystallization" in the image-creating process:

"Where there is a true emotional reaction to the objects of
the external world, there is also a keen sensuous perception;
and the vividness of the perception is the warrant of the
genuineness of the emotion." 1

The nuptial bed which brings love and repose after the uncer¬

tainty of the daytime is the tenor in a long series of images in

the central part of the poem. It is transformed, possibly because

of the thought of sleeping-oars, into an express train, reminding

him of the journey to Marseilles, rather than the little railway at

Cordoba in Mexico which symbolized happy memories. It becomes a

nysterious loom, the source of the music of the spheres. The phrase,

"le lit fonce sur sea rails de miel bleu", with its surreal colour,

not only evokes very well the smoothness and speed of the train, but

also becomes a kind of leitmotif, which captures the regularity of

the sound as the train races along the track.

At times the uncertainty gives way to despair and fear:

"Mais rien n'est vdrifid tous ont peur nous-memes
Avons presque auasi peur". (SA 42)

It begins to seem futile to continue the struggle. In the middle of

a strange parable in italics the tone is one of resignation:

1. The Problem of otyle, London} Oxford University Press, 1922,
p.100.
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"Pour que ce qui ne peut plus
durer ne dure plus

II est tout pret a ne plus durer lui-meme
Un pour tous advienne que pourra
Ou la vie serait la goutte de poison
Du non-sens introduite dans le chant de l'alouette au-dessus
des coquelicots". (3A 44)

From references to games of chance (the three-card trick,

loaded dice) the reader deduces Breton's feeling that he is in the

hands of fate. Such allusions and the series of conditional claus¬

es near the beginning of the poem^ recall the Surrealist games,

another of which was invented in Marseilles, the "Jeu de Marseille",

which takes the name of one of the standard versions of the Tarot

pack and which is discussed and explained in La C16 des Champs.

(CG 66-68)

The war itself is perhaps suggested, as it was in the contem¬

poraneous poem Guerre (v. supra, pp.546-547 ), by the image of a

scaly dragon, "la bete aux dcailles de roses aux flanes creux dont

j'ai tromp6 depuis longtemps la vigilance" (l. 53). This may like¬

wise be the significance of the allusions later in the poem to a

basilisk, the mythical reptile whose look had the power to kill.

The creature is mentioned explicitly in 1. 221, but the curious

manner of its birth gave Breton the material for the apparently

gratuitous surreal idea of 11. 235-236:

1. (11. 28-33)» "Si j'dtais une ville dis-tu Tu serais Ninive sur
le Tigre

Si j'dtais un instrument de travail Plut au ciel
noir tu serais la canne des cueilleurs dans
les verreries

Si j'dtais un symbole Tu serais une foug&re dans
une nanse

Et si j'avais un fardeau h porter Ce serait une
boule faite de tetes d'hermines qui orient

Si je devais fuir la nuit sur une route Ce serait
le sillage du geranium

Si je pouvais voir derriere moi sans me retourner
Ce serait l'orgueil de la torpille".
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"St l'oeuf religieux du coq
Continue etre couvd religieuseiaent par le crapaud".

The allusions to the basilisk prompt Breton to think of the Egyptian

gnostic Basilidian sect, and this in turn becomes the source of

further images and allusions, to cameos of Abraxas (l. 233) and to

the figure 365 in the following line.'*
Against the forces of war and exile it is largely the pres¬

ence at Breton's side of Jacqueline and Aube which gives him the

strength to go on. Though line 6 of the poem,

"Un jour un nouvel amour et je plains ceux pour qui 1 * amour
perd a ne pas changer de visage",

might suggest that Marseilles has brought to Breton yet another new

love, Charles Suits, when he is describing his meeting with Jacque¬

line in New York, writes:

"Ce fut aussi pendant l'annde 1943 que je liai connaissance
avec la femme qui avait inspird §. Breton L1Amour fou, L1Air
de l'Fau, Fata Morgana enfin que je regarde comrae son plus
grand podme. 2 ~

Thus, if Breton refers in Fata Morgana to a new love, one must inter¬

pret it as an indication that his love for Jacqueline is still young

and fresh; and indeed certain lines of the poem are very reminiscent

of L'Air de l'Eau, as, for example, the following sequence:

"Parce que tu tiens
Dans mon etre la place du diamant serti dans une vitre
Qui me ddtaillerait avec minutie le grdement des astres

1. "Pierres d'Abraxas" are gems which bear this name engraved upon
them together with magic symbols. They are not particular to
the 3asilidians or even to the Gnostics, though Abraxas or
Abrasax was a mystic name used by the Basilidian sect. According
to Greek numerology the numbers represented by its letters, when
added together, gave a total of 365. By this term the Basilidi-
ans represent the 365 emanations of the deity.

According to Irdnde, the bishop of Lyons who opposed the
Gnostics, Basilide taught that from the Supreme God 365 heavens,
including ours, emerged.

2. Duits, C., Andrd Breton a-t-il uit passe, p.111.
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Deux mains qui se cherchent c'est assez pour le toit de demain
.Deux mains transparentes la tienne le murex dont les anciens
ont tir£ mon sang". (SA 39)

The splendid image of the diamond evokes not only Jacqueline's

beauty and purity, but also reveals clearly that she is at the

centre of Breton's universe; and even if they do not have their own

roof over their heads, at least they have each other, they have

their embrace. In the image of the transparent hands Breton feels

and seems to see the blood whose colour suggests the image of

Tyrian purple.

The sight of the telegraph-wires provokes an image of love,

communication and dazzling light (11. 130-131):

"L'amour ces fils t£l£graphiques qui font de la lumiSre insa¬
tiable un brillant sans cesse qui se rouvre

Be la taille meme de notre compartiment de la nuit".

Bven when Breton begins to doubt, wondering whether love

could survive the exodus, with its constant removals, its succession

of journeys by rail to unknown towns, the mere sound of Jacqueline's

voice is sufficient to chase away his fears:

"Tu viens a moi de plus loin que 1'ombre je ne dis pas dans
l'espace des sequoias milldnaires

Dans ta voix se font la courte £chelle des trilles d'oiseaux
perdus"; (SA 43)

and through her love Jacqueline takes on the healing role of the

Morgan of old, to add a new facet to the "ondine" figure of L'Air

de l'Eau.

As Breton looks back on his life, he sees how love,whether

it be embodied by Simone, X or Jacqueline, has come to hi3 rescue and

saved him from loneliness and despair:

"Be la brune A la blonde
ilintre le chaume et la couche de terreau
II y a place pour mille et une cloches de verre
Sous lesquelles revivent sans fin les tetes qui s'enchantent
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Dans la suspension du saore
Tetes de famines qui se succ&dent sur tes dpaules quand tu dors".

(SA 45)

And Breton feels that because he loves Jacqueline, his one and only

love at that time, he has loved all women (11. 217-218). There is

no question of promiscuity} but because Breton loves Jacqueline,

she has become .Yoman incarnate. Because of Jacqueline and Aube

Breton has the strength to face the future, whatever it may bring.

The first symbol of hope reborn is the dawning of a new day,

the note on which the poem opens, and significantly also the note

on which the poem ends. The final line of the poem is the simple

phrase, "Le soleil", and the first part of the poem is marked by

the leitmotif, "Un jour un nouveau jour". With the view of the sun

rising in the Mediterranean sky Fata Morgana, which evokes Breton's

hour of darkness, ends wit! the theme of light. ?he sun appears

to have dispelled the mirage and cleared the sky. It dominates and

excludes everything else. Beneath its cheering rays life resumes

something like its normal course, and this is the idea symbolized

earlier by the market-gardener preparing his stall in the market

beneath Breton's watchful eye (11. 195-196).

Though the train-journeys to unknown destinations at times

in this poem seem to represent Breton's uncertainty, the theme of

the voyage can on the other hand be the token of adventures it

clearly has this connotation in 1. 40s

"De nos jours songe qu'une expedition se forme pour la capture de
l'oiseau quetzal dont on ne poss&de plus en vie que quatre
exemplaires."

This interesting item of news no doubt reminds Breton of his visit

to Mexico in 1938, for the quetzal is a bird of the mountain for¬

ests of Mexico and Guatemala and was in the past an emblematic
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bird for the Indians who adorned themselves with its brilliant

green, gold and red feathers. Moreover, reading of this expedition

in search of the quetzal probably seemed a favourable omen to Breton

on the eve of his own departure for the New World, where he was to

visit Indian reservations and discover more Indian mythology in

addition to writing some of his most important works. A similar in¬

dex is suggested by an earlier allusion to the Bretons' imminent

journey across the Atlantic:

"De 1*autre cotd qui sait la barque aimantde nous pourrions
partir ensemble

A la rencontre de l'arbre sous l'dcorce duquel il est dit
Ce qu'a nous seuls nous sommes l'un h 1'autre dans la
grande alg&bre". (SA 37)

The image of the magnetized boat not only is a pleasant reminder of

the magic ships of the romances but it also appears to indicate

that the Bretons' journey to the Americas was predestined and that

it would in some way provide the solution to their problems, as it

in fact did, though not in the way they would have anticipated.

Thus despair gives way to optimism, and this is translated

by the image of a clearing opening up in a wood whose "exit" had

seemed locked (ll. 124-5)• Thanks to love the "husk of fog" is

split and they emerge into the light. Towards the end of the poem

Breton speaks in terms of progress, albeit a hermetic progress

(l. 239)t which leads him to admit that even if he himself had no

real reason to hope, others could be optimistic about the future of

mankind:

"Certains vont meme jusqu'a soutenir qu'il n'est pas impossible
que l'homme

Cesse de ddvorer l'hornme bien qu'on n'avance gu£re de ce cotd".
(3A 48)

To foster the mood of optimism Breton, true to his beliefs,

is on the constant look-out for signs, "indices", in the world
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around, him which might give him guidance. Unlike the earlier

Symbolists, however, the poet himself is as yet unaware of the

significance of things he suspects may well be symbolic or have

symbolic potential. This theme has just been noticed in the con¬

cept of the search for a tree whose bark would reveal what Breton

and Jacqueline are to each other in the great algebra of existence;

it was present, too, in the attempt to read the future in the

bubbles in the coffee (v. supra, p.600). A stream strikes Breton

as being the master of a secret (11. 115-6); Breton refers to

"cette suite de prestiges" (l. 248); in the sequence devoted to the

white stag there is an allusion to "une r£vdlation myst£rieuse"

(1. 262).

As in L1 Amour fou Breton feels that certain objects may hold

the keys to the enigma; almost as soon as he awakes, Breton thinks

of such an object (l. 2); similarly, a little later his thoughts

turn to an object in the possession of Wolfgang Paalen, who had left

for Mexico even before war was declared. In the same section of the

poem the allusion to crystals is motivated by this belief:

" 8ur les paliers mordor^s dans le moule h. gaufre
fracassd ou se crystallise le bismuth

A la lumi&re des chateaux vitrifies du mont Knock-Farril
dans le corat€ de doss

Un jour un nouveau jour cela me fait penser & un objet que
garde mon ami Wolfgang Paalen
D'une corde d£j& grise tous les modules de noeuds r£unis sur
une planchette

Je ne sais pourquoi il ddborde tant le souci didactique qui
a pr£sid£ a sa construction sans doute pour une £cole
de marins". (SA 38)

The importance such signs assume for Breton is even indicat¬

ed categorically in Fata Morgana:

"Plus S. portde de l'homme il est d'autres coincidences
V&ritables fanaux dans la nuit du sens

C'dtait plus qu'improbable c'est done expr&s". (SA 40)
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In his important essay on the surrealist image, L'art de bruler

la chandelle par les deux bouts. Marc Eigeldinger, when he dis¬

cusses at some length Breton's concept of "coincidences", mentions

this very allusions

"Alors que Baudelaire appelle correspondances les rapports
qui s'dtablissent entre les divers ordres de la sensation
et entre le visible et 1'invisible, selon une terminologie
erapruntda h. Swedenborg, Andrd Breton pr^fere parler de coin¬
cidences. On aurait tort de prendre ces deux termes pour de
parfaits synonymes. L'idde de correspondances iinplique un
rapport de continuity logique, perqu par 1'imagination, ou
tout au moins une relation fondle sur un ordre coherent, en
quelque sort providentiel, et dans lequel aucune part n'est
abandonee au hasard. Au contraire la notion de coinci¬
dences exclut toute logique, tout crit&re rationnel, elle
repose sur la toute-puissance du hasard et de 1'inspiration
imraydiate, elle favorise le surgissement des images gratuites
et impryvues, 1'irruption de l'arbitraire et de I'insolite
dans le champ de la poysie Les coincidences dclairent
les cavernes de l'etre et des choses, elles sont de 'vyri-
tables fanaux dans la nuit des [sic] sens' et de vyritables
instruments de connaissance. Elles appliquent plus intygra-
lement que les correspondances baudelairiennes le principe
de l'yquivalence et de la ryciprocity. Ainsi les coinci¬
dences ne se prdsentent jamais, telle3 les correspondances,
sous un aspect d'ordonnance prymyditye et d'harmonie concer-
tde, elles surgissent brusquement et provoquent des chocs,
des collisions dus A la confrontation arbitraire de deux

objets distants." ^

Breton's philosophy is founded on these coincidences, on these

workings of objective chance; likewise his poetics. So it comes as

no surprise that the signs Breton seeks to decipher in these coinci¬

dences become thematic motifs in one of his major poems. Further¬

more, certain leitmotive, in appearance and in all probability

automatic phrases, especially the ones written in italics, play a

similar role; they act as spurs to the development of the poem,

just as certain signs appear to give fresh meaning to the poet's

existence: e.g. the insistent line, "Le lit fonce sur ses rails

1. In nigeldinger, M., Andry Breton, Essais et Typaoignages,
1950 edition, pp.201-3.
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perhaps from Jacqueline's mouth or even from the mouth of Aube,

"Comme c'est joli au'est-ce que qa rappelle" (l. 27) or the neo¬

logism given to Breton by a little girl, again possibly his

daughter:

"Myst^rieusement une tr&s petite fille interroge
Andr£ tu ne sais pas pourquoi je r£s£dise". (SA 45)

Such remarks, overheard or addressed specifically to Breton,

assume a much deeper significance than they do in Apollinaire's

"po^mes-conversations"} they are regarded not just as the raw

material of poetry but rather as keys to life's problems.

The situation of France in the winter of 1940-1» defeated

by Germany and divided into two separate zones, makes Breton look

back through the pages of history for similar circumstances, per¬

haps to help to convince him that his country would rise again

from the ashes of defeat. Only when it is viewed in this light

does the allusion to Admiral Coligny in line 38 begin to appear

more than a chance observation and assume real significance in the

context of the poem, for not only was Coligny, by then a convert

to the Protestant faith, one of the first victims of the Saint-

Bartholomew massacres, assassinated by a German, Besme, one of the

henchmen of Henri de Guise, but also he had distinguished himself

against the Spaniards and seems to have prefigured the policy of

Richelieu against the House of Hapsburg.

The division of France reminds Breton of earlier struggles

of factions, for example the conflict between the Armagnacs and

the Burgundians, and this probably explains the references near

the end of the poem to Isabella of Bavaria and to the "bal des

Ardents", the notorious fancy-dress ball organised in 1393 for the
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marriage of a lady-in-waiting to the queen, at which five young

nobles, disguised as savages and wearing costumes smeared with

pitch, were burnt alive, and the king himself only narrowly es¬

caped a similar fate.

Perhaps supporting this allusion is the subsequent reference

to "les beaux traits ambigus de Pierre de Lune & cheval/Personni-
fiant le second luminaire", since Charles VI hoped that the schism

in the church would be ended if the Avignon Pope, Benedict XIII

(Pedro de Luna) abdicated. This allusion,of course, also brings

back to the poem the themes of light and the new day dawning.

As Breton looks further back into the past, in a manner

which prefigures the dream of Ancient Egypt in Arcane 17, history

itself is merged with myth, and one of the more mysterious sec¬

tions of Fata Morgana is an invocation to the mummified ibis, the

sacred bird of the Egyptian god, Thoth. Thoth calculated time,

he determined for men the duration of their earthly existence and

thus became the master of their destinies. It is perhaps for this

reason that Breton, completely at the mercy of Fate, addresses

himself indirectly to Thoth, via the ibis mummy:

"Dans les entrelacs de l'histoire moraie d'ibis
Un pas pour rien comme on cargue la voilure momie d'ibis
Ce qui sort du cotd cour rentre par le cotd jardin momie d'ibis
Si le d^veloppement de 1'enfant permet qu'il se lib&re du
fantasme de d&nembrement de dislocation du corps momie d'ibis

II ne sera jamais trop tard pour en finir avec le morcelage de
l'ame momie d'ibis " (SA 45-46)

This mention of dismemberment and of the dislocation of the body is,

of course, a reminder that Thoth helped Isis to bring back to life

her brother-husband, Osiris. As Breton recalled this legend, he

may well have been thinking of the dismemberment of France and the

dislocation of his own mode of existence, and thus the resuscitation
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of Osiris would be a further source of encouragement to Breton.

Furthermore, Thoth was regarded in hermetic literature as

the inventor of writing and, by extension, of all the branches of

the arts and sciences which depend on writings magic, medicine,

astronomy, astrology, theosophy, alchemy.1 Thus, of all the gods

Thoth was perhaps the one most suited for becoming Breton's own

private god, and it is appropriate that Breton in his hour of need

should turn to Thoth for succour.

The theme of occultism is reinforced by the allusions to

the basilisk and the cameos of Abraxas, and the bestiary of the

poem has a distinctly hermetic flavour: in addition to the basilisk

and ibis, other creatures mentioned, the stoat and the lion, assume

a particular significance in hermetic texts. At the level of the

mineral world the cameos of Abraxas are accompanied by opals and

turquoise (l. 101): in the past opals, like turquoises, were reput-
2

ed to have qualities of sympathy and protection.

It is by now almost impossible to separate image from allu¬

sion or anecdote in Breton's poetry. The opening line of Fata

I.lorgana,

"Ce matin la fille de la montagne tient sur ses genoux un
accordion de chauves-souris blanches",

is clearly an image, in every sense of the word, as we have seen;

but the phrase, "Ouf le basilic est pass£ tout pres sans me voir",

(l. 221) is likewise an image, whether or not Breton has actually

seen a real lizard, for it is a poetic idea, in the strict sense

of the word, the sense which led Hugo to proclaim that "Image et

1. v. Festugiere, Le R.P., La idv^lation d'HermSs Tri3mdgiste.
I. L'Astrologie et les Sciences occultes, pp.67-8.

2. v. Ahmed, R., The Black Art, p.l6l.
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id4e sont le meme mot," One can still find images which would fit

the categories listed by Breton in the first Manifeste, but their

immediate surreal effect is not as striking as it is in his earlier

recueils: it is somewhat easier now to relate the images to the

poem's themes. However intricate the structure of the poem may be

- and it is itself a kind of puzzle or rebus - the images seem to

belong there and in the course of time all the pieces may be proved

to fit together tightly, though at present some appear to be

attached more tightly than others and some even appear to belong to

a different jigsaw.

If one examines the images from the point of view of their

content rather than their form, it must be already obvious that

Breton is continuing to draw on French or Celtic history, myths or

legends (Morgan le Fay, Isabella of Bavaria, Coligny), together

with those of hermetic tradition, rather than on Classical or

Christian mythology, and in a poem inspired by the fate of France

as well as his own personal fate in the winter of 1940-1 this is

reasonably appropriate.

Fata Morgana is clearly one of Breton's most significant

poems as well as one of his finest. It is possibly the poem

which brings out best Breton's undoubted gifts; it is the poem

which is perhaps the best illustration of the uniqueness of his

style. It contains the quintessence of Breton's poetry, combin¬

ing as it does the products of automatism with carefully enunciated

statements, strange images with serious reflections, mysterious

revelation with personal confession. It is a poem which reveals

some of the secrets of Breton's search for, and exploitation

of, very private symbols, which challenge both the poet and the
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readers to decipher their significance. Yet it would be unwise to

try to consider it outside the context of the particular moment of

its composition. It is the poem of the aftermath of defeat, the

poem of Breton's uncertainty on the eve of his departure for the

New World, whence he addresses the two remaining poems of the

series, Les Etats ggn^raux and the Ode a Charles Fourier.

"Les Etats gdndraux" (1943)

The poem entitled Les Etats g£n£raux was written in New

York in October 1943» but Breton recalls its origins in a text

dating from the very end of his career, Le la:

" D'une de ces phrases 5. allure de sentence
particuliSrement belle: 'II y aura toujours une pelle
au vent dans les sables du reve', en 1943 j'ai fait la
trame d'un long po&me: 'Les Etats g£n£raux*, qui est
sans doute celui auquel je tiens le plus " (SA 174-175)

Explanations of the significance of the "phrase du r£veil"

and the main preoccupations of the poem have been offered by

Philippe Audoin:

"..... cette sentence, moins dnigmatique qu'il n'y
parait puisqu'elle tend & sugg^rer que le tr^fonds
onirique preserve tout principe d'action dmancipatrice,
court & travers le po&me & la faqon d'un fil d'Ariane,
cependant que chacun de ses fragments prdlude a un
d£veloppement de timbre et de rythme distincts. Le dis-
cours s'y ,joue librement, sans que l'affluence des
images spontan^es n'obscurcisse le ddbat fondamental
qu'il institue entre les chances de 1'amour, les plus
hautes exigences spirituelles, et 1*opacity du r£el
qu'aggravent encore les ddsastres du temps " ^

Indeed, the "phrase de rdveil", the beginning of which re¬

calls the title of the prologue to Le revolver a cheveux blancs,

evokes a continuing reliance upon dreams and their work, and the

image of the sands brings back perhaps the myth of the Sandman.

1. Breton, p.215.
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Anna Balakian has given a more explicit summary of the

poem's thematic content:

"In fact, the major theme of the poem is illumination in
the darkness, an equation he (Breton) tries to set up
between two words and two concepts: batir and abattre,
which in rebus fashion seem to lodge one in the other.
Can leveling down and building up be historically related
as they are in the construction of big cities, where
nothing can be added except by the destruction of some¬
thing old?

Again the poem is designed on several levels. The
theme of liberty and struggle against despotism is con¬
tained most overtly in the title " 1

Anna Balakian does not bring out fully, however, the links between

the themes. To appreciate these links one should bear in mind

Breton's quotations at the end of Arcane 17 from a book he had

come across in Hew York, Auguste Viatte's Victor Hugo et les

Illumines de 3on temps (v. supra,pp.291-2). Illumination, revolt,

exile and freedom co-exist in Les Etats gdndraux, as they do in

the myth of Lucifer. Auguste Viatte writes thus:

"Le futur Eliphas Livi ddpeignait la rdvolte de
Lucifer comme la source premidre de la vie: il fallait
les tdndbres pour dquilibrer la lumi&re, la negation
libdratrice pour donner son mouvement a l'univers:
1'exil du febelle n'est qu'une dpreuve S. laquelle le
Verbe divin se soumit & son tour." 2

The full significance of the title, Les Etats gdndraux, and

its evocation of Breton's attitude in the poem, is revealed by an

observation Breton was to make the following year in Arcane 17:

"II est , dis-je, dans la vraie, dans la grande tradition
franqaise, un esprit que nous n'avons jamais cessd de
revendiquer, de faire notre: c'est celui qui passe dans
les Gahiers des Etats Gdndraux ou qui anime les ddcrets
de 93> celui qui, §. travers les fluctuations d'intdret
d'un probl&me & 1'autre, inspire aussi bien le mouvement
de Fort-Royal que l'Encyclopddie, qui suscite Benjamin
Constant et Stendhal tout comme, au long du dernier si&cle,

1. Andrd Breton, p.189.
2. op.cit.j Montreal: Les Editions de 1'Arbre, 1942, p.213.
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il imprime sa marque caractdristique au mouvement ouvrier.
Qu'on ne voie ici de ma part nul plaidoyer h. l'appui de
quelque humble requete destinde a abrdger un temps d'exil.
Je reste convaincu qu'un peuple, eut-il dtd historiquement
le plus grand porteur de libertd qui soit au monde, ne peut
aucunement se reposer dans l'attente que les autres peuples
parviennent a son niveau, sous peine d'y perdre son gdnie
et de voir se corrompre les iddes dont il ne fait plu3 que
rdtrospectivement sa substance." (A 84-85)

Recently Andrd Thirion has recalled what Breton said to him in

1946 about the resurrection of the concept of "les Etats Gdndraux"

and the role he would like to see it play in the contemporary

political set-up:

"Breton dtait favorable & des Etats Gdndraux: les techni¬
cians et les savants, les dducateurs et les artistes, les
travailleurs de la ville et des champs rassemblds pour
tenir a jour des cahiers de doldances, et conseiller les
gouvernements." 1

By this means the spirit of the 1789 revolution could perhaps be

recaptured and a sense of participation in government given to the

man in the street. 3o the title of the poem written in 1943 was

not an ephemeral image but an indication of a deep-seated and

cherished idea; and Breton sought a new revolution, a new kind of

revolution, bringing new freedom to the oppressed. He speaks of a

quest for liberty in the section of the poem entitled Tou.jours

(l. 62), and towards the end of Une pelle he makes a plea for

collectivity, the brotherhood of man, universal harmony:

"II suffisait que le peuple se conqut en tant que tout
et le devxnt

Pour qu'il s'dldve au sens de la ddpendance universelle
dans l'harmonie

Et que la variation par toute la terre des couleurs de
peau et des traits

L'avertisse que le secret de son pouvoir
Est dans le libre appel au gdnie autochtone de chacune

des races

En se tournant d'abord vers la race noire la race rouge

1. Thirion, A., Rdvolutionnaires sans revolution, p.555.
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Parce qu'elles ont <5td longtemps les plus offensues
Pour que l'horame et la femme du plus pr£s les yeux dans
les yeux

Elle n'accepte le joug lui ne lise sa perte". (SA 68-69)

Earlier Breton argues that it is time to put aside "the

individual appearances of bygone days" and prophesies an era of

great transformations

"D'ailleurs les moeurs vont beaucoup changer
Le grand interdit sera lev£". (SA 66)

The theme of revolt is embodied first of all by Delescluze,

who during the Commune had directed the struggle against the regu¬

lar array and had been killed on the barricades (l. 49)• Later in

the poem it is in part revolt which is incarnate in the allusions

to Esclarraonde (11. 129-133)* presumably Esclarmonde de Foix, the

Albigensian martyr, rather than Esclarraonde, the wife of Huon de

Bordeaux, to whom Breton clearly refers in Le H4veil au petit .jour,

one of the "proses" of Constellations. Anna Balakian's explan¬

ation of the significance of Breton's choice of the figure of

Esclarraonde reveals the letter's function in the poem:

"Esclarmonde, whom he invokes in this poem of rebellion
against all the downtrodden of the world, is a symbol of
the pure and selfless rebel. Breton's choice of her as his
symbol is characteristic of his general inclination towards
heroes of lost causes, of physical defeats and moral victories,
rather than toward those who accomplish their missions. Es-
clarmonde de Foix was just such an undaunted figure. Though
she was defeated, her soul wanders over the world, as Breton
envisions: she is the power of protest that combats tyranny
millennium after millennium. Even if the power of rebirth of
such a heroine is ephemeral, it is a recurring phenomenon.
The spirit of Esclarmonde is identified fo Breton with the
power of raetempsyohosis that makes mankind spring back from
successive tyrannies even as the phoenix rises from its ashes,
though it may be true that 'the phoenix is made of ephemerids'."

Breton, exiled in New York, sees a certain resemblance between

1. Balakian, A., Andrd Breton, p.190.
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Esclarmonde and. himself. He is very much aware of the "grande

rosace des batailles" thousands of miles away, very much aware of

the men giving their lives in legions, trapped like fish in war's

great net, in the blood-red rays of the setting sun, even though

the image he prefers to keep of them is the farewell to their

loved ones .

It is possible, too, that the allusion to Pabre d'Olivet

(l. 117) has a similar motivation to that of Esclarmonde, for at

the beginning of the nineteenth century this scholar, deeply moved

by the tragedy of the Albigensian crusade, had dreams of a pro¬

gressive and independent nation in the South of Prance. He was

one of the precursors of the Fglibrige movement and wrote an im¬

portant body of Provencal poetry: as he grew older, he delved more

and more into esoterism; furthermore, he had been an opponent of

the Empire.

It may be that Fabre d'Olivet embodies also the theme of

"illumination in the darkness", for Auguste Viatte appears to treat

him as one of the "illumines" of the early nineteenth century, and

this ought to be a clue to yet another connection between Surreal¬

ism (or at least Breton's version of Surrealism), Romanticism and

Symbolism, for, as P. Mansell Jones has pointed out:

"Eighteenth-century Illuminism was one of the main sources
from which the Romantic poets and later on the Symbolists
derived that profound sense of analogy which remains the
key to their writings". ^

It is the literal idea of illumination which is more overtly impor¬

tant, however, in Les Etats g^n^raux. Charles Duits, a close

!• The Background of Modern French Poetry: Essays and Interviews,
Cambridge: The University Press, 1951» P«9«
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acquaintance of Breton at the time, observes:

"Les dtoiles filantes <5taient particuliferement nombreuses
cet dt£-l&. Les hauteurs dtaient pleines de points mouvants
dont les chutes entrecrois£es dessinaient des losanges bleus,
violets et noirs, aux aretes de feu." 1

Although Breton does not refer in so many words to the

Northern Lights, New York is on the "auroral zone" where they are

most common, and the poem contains a number of allusions to light;

the particular character of these allusions appears to reflect

accurately the curious cosmic phenomenon; they appear sometimes as

a diffuse formless volume of luminosity, sometimes as a long wavy

band or curtain, with folds and flutings, high in the sky; in the

first section of the poem there is the series, "la verticale d'dtin-

celles" (l. 10), "ce fil superbe sans cesse renaissent de sa rup¬

ture" (l. 12), "un feu de forge" (l. 34); and the final section

commences "Mais la lumiSre revient" (l. 201), and ends with the

lines:

"La fl&che part
Une £toile rien qu'une £toile perdue dans la fourrure de
la nuit". (11. 211-212)

These lines may be inspired by the sight of a shooting star or by

one of the bright stars, perhaps the Pole Star mentioned in line

165, which are visible through the Aurora Borealis. In a testa¬

mentary wish Breton even desires to appropriate the Pole Star as

his private symbol:

"On m'dpargnera la croix sur ma torabe 2
Et l'on me tournera vers l'^toile polaire". (SA 72)

It might also be possible to see the poem's "phrase de rdveil" as

1. Andr£ Breton a-t-il dit passe, p.189.
2. In fact, a stone star Breton purchased in Saint-Cirq La Popie

shortly before his death was incorporated by Alexander Calder
into the monument he made for the poet's tomb.
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a verbal symbol or equivalent of the Aurora, since it is thought

that the latter is connected with the Earth's magnetic fields,

which gave Breton and Soupault the title of the first series of

automatic texts.

The Northern Lights in the night sky acquire for Breton

metaphorical significance; in the opening lines of the poem there

is the recurring motif, "polis mes yeux", which possibly evokes

the idea of gazing into a crystal-ball. Breton desires to see

what the future holds, but he appears at this stage to see through

the glass very darkly. Nonetheless, the crystal-ball offers a

succession of images and visions. In a mood of optimism, as the

poem advances, Breton begins to see the dawn at the end of the

dark night of war, and at the personal level, the Northern Lights

may bring him the consolation that the end of the tunnel of un-

happiness and loneliness may soon be in sight; the final section

is dominated by images of light. In a "vision nocturne" (l. 134)

Breton sees, too, a brighter future for poetry:

"Une fois pour toutes la podsie doit resurgir des ruines";

a few lines earlier Breton proclaims that poetry must move in new

directions and that "les chansonnettes vont mourir de leur belle

mort"; and with Les Etats gdndraux, of course, Breton practises

superbly what he is preaching. Finally he suggests that the

visions of the night must be extended from the physical to the

moral plane.

********** * * * *

Despite the superficial appearance of a linear structure as

in l-'leine marge, a theme tends to be dotted about the various sec¬

tions, as was the case with Fata Morgana. It has been seen that
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the poem is divided into a number of sections headed by the seg¬

ments of the "phrase de rdveil" which was its starting-point} and

before we discuss certain aspects of the imagery, the main points

or features of the various sections will be mentioned briefly.

Les htata gdndraux opens with a kind of prologue (11. 1-36),

dominated by images of the Northern Lights and the crystal-ball

visions, but Breton makes here his first attacks on the individual¬

ism of the past and on the slaughter of war, using the strange

image of "une seule chataigne de culs de mandrilles", at one and

the same time amusing and derogatory.

II .y aura contains a series of curious phrases in italicsi

"D'oii vient ce bruit de source", "Une bouffde de aenthe", "Une

libellule", "On dirait qu'on bat des cartes de miroir dans

1'ombre". The second of these appears to set in motion, like

Proust's "madeleine", a flash of involuntary memory, taking Breton

back to when he was nearly twenty; both this phrase and the others

are possibly automatic phrases acting as indices, giving fresh

impetus to the poet's conscious thought. The allusion to the

shuffling of the cards may be a further indication of the faot

that Breton knows that he is no longer the master of hia own

destiny, that his life is in the hands of the Fates.

Tou.lours, very reminiscent of the poems of Glair de Terre

because of its apparent arbitrariness, its allusion to "les sous-

produits de 1'imagination" (l. 65), and its word-play, "Le mot

polie rouillde et poule mouillde" (l. 54)» speaks of the poet's

quest for freedom.

Una pelle the motif of the shovel paves the way for a

series of images of building and destruction:
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"La oassure de la brique creuse sourit a la chaux vlve" (l. 73)»

"A l'heure o& les griffons quittent les dchafaudages" (l. 80),

"Chantier qui tremble chantier qui bat de lumifere premiere"
(1. 108),

before the final symbolical poser:

"L'dnigae est de ne pas savoir si l'on abat si l'on batit".
(1. 109).

Breton sees the shell of the building as a symbol of the new era

of freedom and the brotherhood of man he hopes to see come into

being after the end of the war.

Au vent begins with the attractive image:

"Jersey Guemesey par temps sombre et illustre
Restitue'nt au flot deux coupes ddbordant de mdlodie". (3A 69)

Whether or not the image of the twin goblets is inspired by

the islands themselves, a footnote or variant referring to the

"tables tournantes" appears to suggest that it is the islands'

association with Jpiritualism in the nineteenth-century which moti¬

vates their choice by Breton, and indeed the allusions in this

section to Fabre d'Olivet and to the late nineteenth-century autho¬

rity on occultis:., Saint-Yves d'Alveydre, are accompanied by

allusions to the Tarot cards, the Hebraic alphabet,1 as well as the

Lsclarraonde sequence.

Dans le3 sables continues the poem's allusions to magic, and

despite the hint of further examples of the workings of involuntary

memory in the thought of the lighta of the Seine, is set basically

among desert tribes, possibly the Indians in whom Breton took a

deep interest during the latter part of his stay in the New World.

1. This allusion to "l'alphabet hdbreu" is possibly inspired by
Fabre d'Clivet's work, La langue hdbraique restitute (1815),
which despite its errors and its generally fanciful nature, was
an interesting guide for subsequent comparative grammarians.



Like them Breton performs a strange rite, tracing in the sand a

mysterious quadrilateral figure containing a dark oval slightly-

left of centre. On the four sides of the quadrilateral are four

horned figures, representing the past, the present, the future and

the eternal, but for the reader the solution remains as enigmatic

as ever:

"C'est par la qu'on entre
On entre on sort
On entre

on ne sort pas". (SA 73)

Shortly beforehand Breton spins a coin to seek a solution to what

the future holds, and is perhaps encouraged by its falls

"Pile ou face face la pi&ce nue libre de toute effigie de tout
milldsime

Pile
La pente insensible et pourtant irrrdsistible vers le raieux".

(SA 72)

The final section, Du reve, beginning and ending with the

theme of light, is slightly reminiscent of Mallarmd's sonnet on

his cigar, Toute 11ame r£ sumg e (where there is a curious

comparison between smoking and writing a poem, where the images of

a poem are lost in what they create, as one smoke ring abolishes

another), and evokes Breton's feeling of pleasure, however transit¬

ory it may be, as he puffs contentedly at his pipe, half lost in a

daydream, imagining in the ash a fairy-spider.

**************

The images give the poem its vitality,however; they set up

constantly fresh vibrations; their motifs are drawn from all sorts

of spheres; zoological terms, exotic and otherwise, (the "manu-

code", a variety of bird of paradise, the "condylure", a member of

the mole family, mandrills, "la dorade", "dphdm&res" or may-flies,
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"griffons", "le poulpe", the wild goose, the flamingo, the king¬

fisher); botanical allusions (sweet marjoram, bean-pods, an almond,

mint, edelweiss); occult references (to keys, the Tarot cards).

Lists of motifs of this kind do not really illustrate the nature of

the imagery of the poem, however: this can be revealed better by

examining a few lines, such as the opening sequence of Dans les

sables:

"II passe des tribus de nomades qui ne Invent pas la tete
Parmi lesquels je suis par rapport a tout ce que j'ai connu
lis sont masques comme des praticiens qui op&rent
Les anciens changeurs avec leurs femmes si particuli&res
Quant a 1'expression du regard j'ai vu plusieurs d'entre elles
Avec trois si&cles de retard errer aux abords de la Citd
Ou bien ce sont les lumi&res de la Seine
Les changeurs au moment d'ecailler la dorade
S'arretent parce que j'ai a changer beaucoup plus qu'eux
Et les morts sont les oeufs qui reviennent prendre l'empreinte

du nid
Je ne suis pas comme tant de vivants qui prennent les devants
pour revenir

Je suis celui qui va". (SA 71-72)

Breton's own exile in America and his discovery there of a strange

Eskimo mask make him think of nomadic tribes and, moreover, think

of himself in such terms. The mask, although in the form of a

reindeer head, reminds him first of all of the masks worn in oper¬

ating-theatres (an example of a very personal analogy) and then, in

another very subjective and private image, of the old money-changers

of Paris and their wives. The involuntary memory loads to confusi¬

ons and distortions which are accentuated by the lamplight near the

river: the money-changers become fused with fishmongers and are seen

in the act of "£cailler la dorade", perhaps instead of "dcailler des

dorures". For Breton the "changeurs" become emblems of the whole

process of change, of metamorphosis, developed in the idea behind

the phrase "les morts sont les oeufs qui reviennent prendre l'em¬

preinte du nid" and in the exchanges at the verbal level in the

following line,
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"Je ne auis pas cotnme tant de vivants qui prennent les devant3
pour revenir",

which Breton employs as a springboard for his defiant claim at the

end of the sequence where he reveals the positive, forward-looking

nature of his stance} he is ready to accept change, and indeed

ready to help to bring about change.

This poem contains, too, what is perhaps Breton's most in¬

teresting evocation of his own imagery:

"Les images m'ont plu c'fitait l'art
A tort d6cri£ de bruler la chandelle par les deux bouts". (SA "JO)

This image itself, the art of burning the candle at both ends, not

only points to the ideas of excess ana extravagance in surrealist

imagery but also is an image of fire; and fire, in addition to being

the male element, is an agent of metamorphosis. If "illumination in

the darkness" is one of the major themes of the poem, its dominant

imagery revolves around light and fire. Even the image of the

"fourrure de la nuit" at the very end of the poem, which seems at

first sight merely to evoke the blackness of the night, possibly

evokes, too, the static electricity in cat's fur. Moreover, the

poem contains allusions to a smithy fire (l. 34) and to volcanoes

(Vulcan's forges) (l. 83); the tobacco-images near the end of the

poem give force to the old adage, "there's no smoke without fire";

and the very mention of Esclarmonde inevitably calls to mind her

death at the stake. Pride of place amongst the poem's mythical

creatures has to go, because of all this, to the aun-man (l. 193)

in the section inspired by the desert-tribes and to the bird of

fire, the phoenix. Though it is normally regarded as a resurrection-

symbol, the deeper significance of the rather curious image of the

phoenix in Tou.iours. a phoenix made of raay-flies, could be indicated
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by Bachelard's comments on a passage from George Sand's Histoire

du ieveur. where the traveller on the slopes of Mount Etna dreams

before his fire of birch-logs and meditates on the insects he sees

hurling themselves into the flames. Bachelard observest

"L1amour, la mort et le feu sont unis dans un meme instant.
Pour son sacrifice dans le coeur de la flamme, l'dph£ra&re
nous donne une legon d'dternit^. La mort totals et sans
trace est la garantie que nous partons tout entiers dans
l'au-del&. Tout perdre pour tout gagner. La legon du feu
est claire." 1

Breton, by 1943, bad lost a wife, a daughter, a country and a home.

Yet within two or three years he remarried, returned to 42, rue

Fontaine, and was reunited with Aube.

*#**♦*■***#*#*

The poem is thus set metaphorically under the sign of Luci¬

fer: it is a poem of fire and light, of defeat and revolt, but per¬

haps, too, a poem of hope for the restoration of the fallen, like

Baudelaire's Les Litanies de Eatan. Breton's poem is much more

bewildering and much more significant than the latter: it is a ver¬

bal labyrinth. Although Philippe Audoin regards its "phrase de

rgveil" as its "fil d'Ariane", it does, in fact, contain explicit

references to threads (11. 12, 209). Of course, the myth of Luci¬

fer is often accompanied by that of Prometheus; Karcel Lobet quotes

Maurice Nadeau writing of Breton in Littdratura prdsente:
2

"II est a la fois Proradthee et Lucifer",

and also Bachelard's explanation of symbolism of fire, representing

"le d£sir de changer, de brusquer le temps, de porter toute la vie

a son terme, a son au-dela."^

1. La psychanalyse du feu, Paris: Gallimard (Coll. 'Iddes'), 1971>
p.36.

2. Lobet, M., Le Feu du ciel, Paris: La Renaissance du Livre, 1969»
p.100.

3 • > p • f 5 •
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So it would be possible to see Les Stats gdn^raux, in a

sense, as a verbal re-enactment of the Promethean myth: Breton

steals the fire of heaven and makes of it a poem. Once more we see

that Breton's imagery is transcending the limits of the surrealist

images listed in the Premier Manifeste and embraces analogy, myth

and symbol. This development is continued, and perhaps reaches

another climax in the last of the long poems, the Ode 5. Charles

Fourier.

The "Ode h Charles Fourier" (1945)

If Les Etats g&igraux recalls the myth of Prometheus, the

symbolism of the Ode £ Charles Fourier stems from the legend of

the Golden Fleece. This last long poem, perhaps because of its

title and its manifest subject-matter, has received more attention

from critics than the others in the series: it is discussed, of

course, in Anna Balakian's Andrg Breton; it is the subject of one

of the most important chapters in Andr£ Breton: Essais et T&noig-

nages (Glrald Schaeffer's Un Petit Matin de 1937), and an annotat¬

ed edition by Jean Gaulmier was brought out in 1961,"*" the basic

intention of which is to explain the poem's allusions to Fourier's

philosophy.

It was in reply to an inquiry from Jean Gaulmier that Breton

explained in writing the circumstances of the ode's composition:

"A la question que vous me posez- comment j'ai orients
vers Fourier - je me trouve en peine de r£pondre. Jusqu'en
1940, je ne le connaissais gu&re que par les anthologies qui
ne s'int^ressent & lui que sous 1'angle de la r£forme sociale.
C'est 5. New-York que j'ai pu me procurer ses oeuvres compl&tes
dans 1'Edition de I846 et seulement alors j'ai d£couvert en
lui 'le grand po&te de la vie harmonienne', pour reprendre
votre expression &. laquelle je m'associe pleinement. Les cinq
volumes m'ont accompagn4 presque seuls au cours d'un assez long

1. Breton, A., Ode a Charles Fourier, Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck.
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voyage que j'ai fait durant l'dtd 1945 dans 1'Ouest des
Etats Unis et qui m'a mend d'abord & Aeno (Nevada) oil
j'avais §. divorcer et rae remarier stance tenante comme cela
se fait l&-bas. C'est dans le jardin de la pension qui nous
abritait, ma future femme et moi, que j'ai eommencd S. dcrire
X'Ode. II se peut qu'elle participe de la si sir.gulidre
atmosphere de Reno ou 'les machines & sous' (du type de
celle que j'ai reproduite dans Les Vases communicants)
tapissent les murs, tant des rnagasins d'alimentation que des
bureaux de poste, et qui agglomdrent tant bien que mal la
foule de ceux qui aspirent a une autre vie conjugale, aux
cow-boys et aux derniers chercheurs d'or. Bien plus surement
encore, elle transpose mon dtat affectif d'alors, qui s'ex-
priiaera plus directenent dans Arcane 17. Entre le commence¬
ment et la fin du po&me s'inscrit dans le temps le voyage
qu'avant de regagner New-York j'ai pu accomplir a travers le
Nevada, 1'Arizona et le Nouveau Mexique, mu essentiellement
par 1*intense intdret que je porte aux Indiens - pueblos en
particulier. Le destin qui a dtd celui de ces homines et
leur impressionnante dignitd constituaient pour ma reverie
uno toile de fond sur laquelle dtait appelde & s'empreindre
dans tout son relief la personnalitd de Charles Fourier -
du Fourier que je chdris tr&s spdcialeraent, celui des Quatre
'."ouvenents et des mystdrieuses Analogies." 1

It should come as no surprise therefore, if the poem is

bathed in the atmosphere of the Far Aest.

On a number of occasions Breton has discussed the composit¬

ion of this ode. An oft quoted remark is one he made to Aimd

Patri in the interview for Paru, published in March 1948*

" l'Ode a Charles Fourier prend place sur cette courbe
dont je vous parlais, qui admet 1'automatisms pour point de
ddpart mais ne me ddrobe pas en cours de trajet a certaines
obligations oontingentes. En l'occurrenoe, le trait d'union
est la personnalitd de Charlen Fourier elle-meme, et la
plus grande oeuvre constructive qui ait jamais dtd dlaborde
i partir du ddsir sans contrainte. (II est vrai que j'ai
feint ici de me plier 5. la podsie de circonstanoe, mais vous
ne douterez pas que c'dtait pour la tuer)." (S 257)

Though it is interesting and useful to know the role of auto¬

matic writing in the composition of the Ode a Charles Fourier, in

1. Breton,A., Cde £ Charles Fourier, aris: Librairie C. Klincksieok,
pp. 9-10, Lettre & Gaulmier, 21 Jan., 1958. Note 2, p.10 of the
Gaulmier edition explains the final title in this quotation:
"Aucun recueil de Fourier ne porte expressdment ce titre, sinon un
fragment dans Publications des Os. 1850. Les Analogies sont
dispersdes dans diffdrents volumes. Certaines d'entre elles
auraient dtd dec causeries faites par Fourier en log© maqonnique."
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fact this tells us next to nothing about the poem.

The term "ode" is, of course, rather vague; for the Greeks it

was a lyrical song of dignified style, appropriate for singing or

formal declaration. The sections of the poem were divided into two

stanzas of identical structure called strophe and antistrophe

respectively, followed by an epode of contrasting form. In English,

the term is now loosely applied to any type of noble lyric with

uniform stanzas. Herbert lead confessed:

"I have never understood what precisely an ode is. An ode,in
practice, implies a certain architectonic mastery of rhythmic
variations; a structure which, I suppose, has analogies in
music, but which, from a strictly poetic point of view, does
not differ from the long poem in general." ^

The actual lay-out of the Ode £. Charles Fourier gives a

clear indication of its structure, however. It is divided into

three basic movements, a tryptich in which two lyrical sections

envelop a "rational" or "critical" central section. Adopting the
2

line-numbering system employed by Gerald Schaeffer, the first

part, the first address to Fourier (11. 1-128) evokes Breton's

recollection of the sight of Fourier's statue on the Boulevard de

Clichy and seeks to relate the state of man and society at the

end of the Second World War to Fourier's system; in the central

portion consisting of 12 paragraphs, numbered by Breton according

to Fourier's anatomy of the passions, the poet continues in a more

prosaic style than hitherto to draw up the balance-sheet between

the Utopian dream and contemporary reality; the final part

(11. 129-187 or 188?), the renewed invocation to Fourier, is in¬

spired by Breton's contact with Red Indian civilization and the

1. The Nature of Literature, p.59«
2. v. Andrd Breton, Essais et T&noignages, 1970 edition, p.246,

note 1.
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beauty of the American countryside; the new Sden seems a little

less distant. The structure of the poem reveals a marriage of

poetry and prose, a marriage of the lyrical and the reflective.

Cne's first impression may be that the central movement, con¬

trasting in its flatness with the more lyrical first and third

parts, mars the poem; but really it serves to throw the lyricism

of the surrounding passages into greater relieft it brings vari¬

ety; its immediacy, its directness bring home clearly not only

Fourier's thought but also, and what is perhaps more important,

Breton's observations on society at the end of the Second fforld

War in the light of Fourier's utopic vision.

In addition to this basic division of the poem's structure

into three clearly delineated movements, after the manner of the

Greek ode, there is a more subtle interplay of subjects, themes

and preoccupations. Although the centre of the stage is at first

occupied by allusions to Fourier's system and its relation to

political, social and moral aspects of contemporary reality, one

gradually becomes more aware of the backcloth of the natural uni¬

verse, the wondrous landscapes of Nevada, Arizona and Hew Llexico,

and the civilization of the Indian peoples. From this emerges the

theme of the Quest for Gold, conveyed both by images from Classical

mythology and by references to the prospectors in the desert; and

this, of course, brings back not only the Alchemy theme but also

the dream of a Golden Age, which stems implicitly from the poem's

overt invocation and tribute to Fourier.

♦ ♦*##*•♦**#***



One is tempted to ask why Breton should have been so fascin¬

ated by Fourier. One realizes at once that the mere accident of

discovering the author's complete works in New York is not entirely

sufficient reason for the ode. In a retrospective examination of

the reasons why the Surrealists took a special interest in Fourier

at the end of the war, Breton came up with this explanations

"Durant toutes les arrndes ou le ciel d'Europe s'assombrissait,
ou s'aiguisaient de part et d'autre des frontiSres les griefs
qui allaient encore une fois d^chirer le monde, non seulement
ils (peintres et pontes surrdalistes) se sont soigneusement
abstenus de faire leurs ces griefs, mais ils ont cherchd, ils
cherchent encore a d^gager, S. rendre parlant et audible, par-
dela ce qui en surface divise les hommes, ce qui les unit en
profondeur de mani&re a lui donner une bonne fois tout le
champ. C'est en ce sens qu'ils se rdclament du grand socio-
logue Charles Fourier, plus rdvolutionnaire que tous les
autres pour avoir conclu & la ndcessite de 'refaire l'entende-
ment humain* en commenqant par 'oublier tout ce qu'on a appris.' "

(PC 11-12)

Six years earlier, in 1946, i.e. the year after the composition of

the poem, Breton, when asked by Jean Duchd what concordance of

ideas he had found between Fourier's thought and his own preoccu¬

pations, gave the following reply, which gives a clear indication

of the particular importance he attached to Fourier:

"Fourier est immense et je n'ai pas de plus grande ambition
que de lui faire remonter le courant d'oubli qu'il traverse
et qui suffirait & nous renseigner sur la perte de connaissance
de ce temps

Mais ce qui me captive au plus haut point chez Fourier, en
relation avec sa d^couverte de 1'attraction passiormde, dont
les profits inappreciables restent S. tirer et son attitude de
doute absolu h. l'^gard des modes de connaissance et d'action
traditionnels, c'est son dessein de fournir une interpretation
hidroglyphique du monde, fondde sur l'analogie entre les
passions humaines et les produits des trois rSgnes de la nature.
Fourier op£re ici la jonction cardinale entre les preoccupations
qui n'ont cessd d'animer la poesie et l'art depuis le debut du
XIXe siecle et les plans de reorganisation sociale qui risquent
fort de rester larvaires s'ils persistent 2t ne pas en tenir
compte

Je ne saurais trop insister sur le fait que dans l'dtablisse-
ment eventuel d'un mythe nouveau sur quoi fonder une cohesion
durable, Fourier ne saurait manquer d'etre interroge des tout
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premiers, sinon mis largement 5. contribution (je ponse & sa
marveilleusQ cosmogonie en devenir, h. sa conception da la
'coque aroraale', residence des 'transmondains', etc)."

(s 249-250)

In addition to this, however, Breton could not fail to sym¬

pathize with Fourier's condemnation of the ills produced by the

system of free economic competition - conditions of work in shops

and factories, such as one finds attacked in Nad.ja, even though

Fourier was writing before the Industrial Revolution in France, and

chronic unemployment -, his disgust for war and armies, his convic¬

tion that the human condition in general could not improve before

the condition of women was changed for the betterj he shared

Fourier's dislike of the domination of the family-unit in modern

civilization,* he would be impressed by Fourier's reasoning that the

workings of society should be based on a scheme of "natural associ¬

ation" in which the gratification of individual desires and passions

should serve the general good. Breton no doubt admired the absolute

quality of Fourier's attack on "civilization".

The law of "passionate attraction","^ a cornerstone of Fouri¬

er's thought, to whioh Breton alludes in the final part of the Ode,

undoubtedly fascinated him. In Fourier's analysis of the drives,

the instinctual forces which motivate so much of human behaviour,

Breton would presumably detect an embryonic form of Freudian psycho¬

logy.

ft##*## ##** ##**

1. Fourier, C., Oeuvres completes, t. vi, Parisj Editions Anthropos,
1966, p.475 Le Kouveau Monde Industrie!: "L*Attraction passionnde
est 1'impulsion donn^e par la nature antdrieureraent &. la refle¬
xion, et persistante malgre 1'opposition de la raison, du devoir,
du prSjuge, etc."
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Allusions to Fourier's thought constitute an important ele¬

ment of Breton's poem, and this is the aspect of the poem on which

Gaulmier's commentary has shed most light, of course. Most of the

notes at the back of his edition seek to explain, with reference to

extracts from Fourier's writings, certain phrases or lines in the

poem, a number of which are put in italics by Breton. Little pur¬

pose would be served in the present study in duplicating Gaulmier's

work in this direction. One should observe, however, that Breton

employs certain phrases and ideas of Fourier as springboards for

his own imagination, or else certain aspects of contemporary reality

call to mind observations made by Fourier. The concept of industrie

attrayante, for example, is presented in the following picturesque

terms:

"Pour savoir comme aujourd'hui le commun des mortels prsnd
son sort

.Tfiche de surprendre le regard du lamantin
Qui se prdlasse au zoo dans sa baignoire d'eau ti&de
II t'en dira long sur la vigueur des id^aux
Ft te donnera la inesure de 1'effort qui a 4t4 fourni
Bans la voie de 1'Industrie attrayante". (SA 101)

The manatee is presumably selected because it seems to represent the

great prehistoric fauna to which Breton had referred a few lines

earlier (l. 5l). Their experience is longer than man's} they have

seen how slow is man's advance towards Fourier's dream of industry

in the Combined Order organized on the basis of attraction and the

passions, industry in which man's fundamental need to be active will

be harnessed and satisfied. Fourier felt that work could be made

attractive only if one was able to work at as many tasks as one

wished, at least eight a day, in a group of friends and loved ones

drawn to each other not just by a common interest in the tasks at

hand.
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Whereas the allusions to Fourier's ideas in the first part of

the poem are presented in the style of the above example, the

central section, written in prose, follows rigidly Fourier's tableau

of the twelve "radical" passions, divided into three sub-groups or

three branches of the tree of "Unitdisme". In the first sub-section,

entitled "Etat des ressorts sensuels", Breton composes five poetic

analyses of the passions corresponding to the five senses, and these

are exemplified by the second one, La vue:

"a) vers l'extdrieur - elle e3t ddchirde de toutes parts
(les camps de concentration, les bombarderaents massifs l'ont
tenue h. 1*extreme limite du supportable); b) vers l'intdrieur -
elle venait de se ddcouvrir tout un nouveau continent dont

1'exploration se poursuivra (grands rep&res ddja pris en
psychopathie et en art)." (SA 105-106)

Thus Breton does acknowledge the progress as well as the

regress. lie would be the first to recognize that the twentieth

century can set against its barbarism new visions in art and new

insights into the universe of the mind.

The second sub-section is the "Etat des ressorts affectifs":

"L'Amitid", "L'Amour", "L•Ambition", "La Famille", according to

Fourier the respective dominant drives of the four ages of man:

childhood, youth, maturity and old age. Breton laments over the way

in which friendship is all too easily jeopardized in our day and

age; he deplores man's fostering of evil or worthless ambitions, he

attacks the family system which to him seems to have two products,

"fils & papa" and "enfants perdus", and he concludes with the out¬

burst:

"La famille ressort d'apartd, de pidtinenent, d'dgolsme, de
vanitd, de division, d'hypocrisie et de mensonge tel que le
sanctionne le scandale persistant et sans dgal de 1'heritage,"

(SA 108)

Against this, however, Breton cam still set the redeeming force of
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love, still seen as the "Grand Brillant", the cut diamond with mani¬

fold facets, the symbol of purity and light.

The final part of this central movement of the poem is built

around Fourier's concept of the three distributive or "mechanizing"

passions: "la Cabaliste" or intriguing passion, "la Composite" or

the desire for the sort of happiness which could only be found in

the mixture of physical and spiritual pleasures, neither of which

are suited to a society geared largely to preparation, production

and consumption, and "la Papilloxme" or the penchant for variety and

contrast. The section entitled "la Papillonne" consists of a single

line:

"Cri du sphinx Atropos. Travail & la chaine" (SA 109)

Terse though the second phrase may be, it points, even in the omis¬

sion of one of the terms, to the sharp contrast between the dream

and reality; instead of the variety of tasks Fourier believed to be

necessary to make work attractive, Breton sees the monotony of the

widespread use of the conveyor-belt; and the strange name given by

Fourier to this passion prompts Breton to employ the image of the

cry (presumably a cry of protest) of the death's head hawk-moth,

the only lepidopter to utter a sound.

In the poem's third and final movement the style of the

allusions to Fourier's thought reverts to that of section I, except

for a long extract near the end from the third volume of the

Thdorie de l'Unitd Universelle, "Distributions agricoles des series,

et Mariages des Groupes", evoking life ina Fourierist "phalanst&re"

or community, in which the spirit of co-operation and the atmosphere

of an orderly idyll are manifest. It is in this part of the poem

that Breton cites what is perhaps Fourier's most famous utterance,
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"les attractions sont proportionnelles aux destinies" (l.

one sees immediately that this proud statement acted like

in drawing Breton to Fourier, even though the two men are

ways "like poles".

***************

The contrast between the harsh contemporary reality and the

Utopian dream runs through most of the poem. On the one hand there

are references to shortages and the black market, the unscrupulous-

ness and the scandals of the commercial world, the violence and the

butchery of war, all summarized in one famous line in the poem:

"Indigence fourberie oppression carnage ce sont toujours
les memes maux dont tu as marqud la civilisation au fer rouge."

(SA 104)

(The image of branding may be inspired by Breton's journey through

the cattle ranching states of America).

The other side of the coin is seen from time to time, as is illus¬

trated by two lines near the end of the poem, which contain a

further affirmation of Breton's basic optimism:

"Fourier tranchant sur la grisaille des id£es et des
aspirations d•aujourd'hui ta lumi&re

Filtrant la soif de mieux-etre et la maintenant a l'abri de
tout ce qui pourrait la rendre moins pure quand bien meme
et c'est le cas je tiendrais pour avdrd que 1'amelioration
du sort humain ne s'op&re que tr&s lentement par a coups
au prix de revendications terre &. terre et de froids
calculs le vrai levier n'en demeure pas moins la croyance
irraisonn£e & l'acheminement vers un futur dddnique et
apr&s tout c'est elle aussi le seul levain des generations
ta jeunesse." (SA 113)

This contrast appears to be symbolized to a degree by the

change of setting from the Old World of the first movement to the

New World of the third.

Paris is the focal-point of the imagery of the first part.

The poem opens with a recollection of the sight one morning in 1937

160), and
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of Fourier's statue on the Boulevard de Clichy. On its plinth

Breton noticed a bunch of violets, placed there, he assumes, by a

woman, to commemorate the centenary of the visionary's death. The

statue had reminded Breton of a figure on the prow of a ship, and

he feels that Fourier would make an especially appropriate figure¬

head in times of moral tempest. This pleasing image gradually

fades from view, however, to be replaced at first by a more prosaic

portrait of Fourier looking down on the adjacent stalls and then by

a more abstract and more deprecating survey of life in Europe at

war.

By the final movement there has been a step forward both in

time and space, as Breton is inspired by the countryside where he

is actually writing the Ode. Breton employs the Gallicized name

of The Petrified Forest, a national park in Arizona, containing

forests of petrified wood, as a symbol of the state of culture at

that times

"Jo te salue de la Foret Pdtrifide de la culture humaine
Oft plus rien n'est debout
Mais ou rodent de grandes lueurs tournoyantes
Qui appellant la d^livrance du feuillage et de l'oiseau
De tea doigts part la sftve des arbres en fleurs" (SA 110)

This final line serves to show that, thanks to Fourier, the

symbolic trees can be resuscitated - once again the resurrection

themej and Breton is able to tap again the vein of lyricism and to

discover anew surrealist images, as in the stanza of the Grand

Canyon:

"Fourier je te salue du Grand CaKon du Colorado
Je vois l'aigle qui s'gohappe de ta tete
II tient dans ses serres le mouton de Fanurge
Et le vent du souvenir et de l'avenir
Dans les plumes de ses ailes fait passer les visages de mes amis
Farmi lesquels nombreux ceux qui n'ont plus ou n'ont pas encore

de visage", (ibid.)



637.

At first sight the purpose of these lines may seem altogether

obscure, but possibly the spectacle of the eagle soaring over the

rocks leads Breton to regard the bird, for the Hopis "our animal",

the bearer of man's prayers to the rain-bringing gods, as some kind

of image of Fourier, almost god-like in his role of creator of a new

social orderj and the allusion to Panurge's rani is probably intended

not so much to bring to mind his duping of Bindenault as to bring

back the image of the Golden Fleece, to which the poet refers in the

first movement, for the sheep-trader in Rabelais' Quart Livre claims

that it was from his long-wool sheep that Jason took his Golden

Fleece.

In the final part of the poem not only does Breton write of

Fourier's Philosopher's stone - according to Caulmier his Law of

Passionate Attraction - but also he finds ample justification for

developing the theme of the Quest for Gold, in terms of which the

alchemists of old interpreted the legend of Jason.

When one recalls that Orpheus was one of the Argonauts, one

can begin to perceive more facets of the allusion to "le roseau

d'Crph^e" in 1. 52, which is explained by Gaulmier in his edition

of the poem in terms of a comparisoni

"Comme Orphde souraet les animaux sauvages par sa musique,
Fourier sdduit les Civilians par 1•enchantement de
1'universolle Harmonie." 1

This comment is perfectly valid, of course, but part of the

purpose of the reference to Orpheus in the first part of the poem,

however veiled it may be, is possibly to add slightly extra weight

to the themes of the Quest for Gold and the need for a new Golden

Age} and Breton can see the embodiment of these themes in the

1. op.cit., p.07.
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prospectors of Nevada, who set in motion another of the chorus-like

stanzasi

"Je te salue du Nevada des chercheurs d'or
De la terre promise et tenue
A la terre en veine de promesses plus hautes qu'elle doit
tenir encore

Du fond de la mine d'azurite qui mire le plus beau ciel
Pour toujours par dela cette enseigne de bar qui continue

A battre la rue d'une ville morte -

Virginia City - 'Au vieux baquet de sang'." (SA 111)

The first four lines of this stanza, with their image of the pros¬

pectors for gold, their idea of the promised land and their allusion

to the azurite mine, in fact prefigure;; the poem dedicated specifi¬

cally to Llisa's land, La moindre rangon, (cf. supra, pp.555-559)*

Breton realizes, however, that this promised land was once

the Eden of the Indian tribes, and it is from a Hopi kiva, the

underground chamber used for sacred ceremonies as well as for more

mundane social gatherings, that Breton draws the inspiration for the

last stages of the poem. Breton is deeply moved by the experience

of visiting reservations of some of the Indian peoples whose civili¬

sation - art, philosophy, legends and rituals - seems richer and

more dignified than the so-called "Civilization" of Europe, the

"Civilization" Fourier regarded as merely a phase, albeit an un¬

pleasant phase, in the evolution of mankind.

To epitomize Hopi civilization, to indicate in one image the

intimacy of the relationship between the Indians and nature, Breton

alludes to the celebrated Snake-Dance, whose final stage he would

presumably have been privileged to witness, as its performance would

have coincided with the time of Breton's descent into the kiva at
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Mishongnovi:^
"Je te salue du bas de l'dchelle qui plonge en grand mystere
dans la kiwa [sic] hopi la chambre souterraine et sacr£e ce
22 aout 1945 & Mishongnovi & l'heure oii les serpents d'un
noeud ultime marquent qu'ils sont prets a opdr£r leur con-
jonction avec la bouche humaine

Du fond du pacte mill^naire qui dans l'angoisse a pour objet
de maintenir l'intdgritd du verbe

Des plus lointaines ondes de l'dcho qu'dveille le pied frappant
impdrieusement le sol pour sceller 1'alliance avec les puissances
qui font lever la graine". (SA 113)

For several days before the festival is held people go out gathering

the snakes, especially rattlesnakes which play the most important

role. When the dance commences, one man teases a snake with a

feather wand, attracting its attention, to enable another man to

seize it just behind the head; he then puts the snake in his mouth,

holding it horizontally so that the head protrudes on one side and

the body on the other. A few inches of the snake's head and neck

are free, so that it can squirm and struggle, though its attention

is still occupied by the man with the wand. The men with the snakes

in their mouths form a line and move in a procession before engag¬

ing in the dance proper.

One might argue that the closeness of the Indians to nature

is reflected, too, in the occasional allusions to the local flora

and fauna in the third part of the poems "la prenante odeur de pin-

pignon" (l. 173); the eagle, the rattler; whereas in the first

movement, when there is a zoological motif, e.g. the manatee or

"les cynocdphales de l'dpicerie" (l. 67), it serves to incarnate

some unpleasant aspect of "Civilization".
***************

1. The snake dance is performed at Mishongnovi during the August of
the odd years, v. Arizona, The Grand Canyon State, A State Guide,
completely revised by Joseph Miller. Edited by Henry G. Alsberg,
New York: American Guide Series, Hastings House Publishers, 1956.
p.411.



640.

These motifs are, of course, an important feature of the

poem's imagery, hut the pattern and form of the imagery stems both

from the basic structure of the poem, the different styles of the

three movements and from the extent to which Breton makes use of

automatic writing. As far as the latter point is concerned, it

has been seen (cf. supra, p. 627 ) that automatic writing was a

starting point of the poemj and it would probably be safe to

assume that certain images in the text are automatic images. At

least some bear the hall-mark of automatic writing; for example,

near the beginning of the poem Breton makes an observation which

corresponds to views on the image expressed in the first Manifestes

"Car les images les plus vives sont les plus fugaces". (3A 99)

He follows this at once with a couple of lines which are very

similar in style to lines found in his poems and automatic texts of

the 1920*as

"La manche du temps hume la muscade
Et fait saillir la manchette aveuglante de la vie".

In addition to the juxtaposing of the abstract and the concrete,

which runs right through these lines, the sounds appear to have

taken over from the sense, and the alliteration and the assonance

help to give the lines a rhythmic quality which cannot be explained

satisfactorily in metrical terms.

Closely allied to the imagery proper, if not in fact part of

the imagery proper, are the "ready-mades", the variety of quotations

from diverse sources, not just those from the writings of Fourier,

of which a sprinkling have been seen or discussed already. Breton

can take a newspaper cutting and insert it into his poem, as is the

case with the following item:
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"On savant bien que sauni de lunettes noires perd la vue pour
avoir assists b. plusieurs mille3 de distance aux premiers
essais de la boabe atomique". (SA 110)

This is almost an example of "humour noir", especially as it comes

immediately after a line containing a statement Breton dismisses

as "scientific blin&nesa":

"Personna n'a jamais vu de moldcule, ni d'atome, ni de lien
atoraique at sans doute on ne les verra jamais." (Philosopha)

To demonstrate in an absurd fashion the gross "unreality" of this

remark, when two Japanese towns had just been destroyed by atoraio

bombs, Breton adds this delightfully pioturesque little touch, by

way of a denial of the scientists' claim

" .entre en se dandinant la moldcula du caoutchouc".
(SA 110)

One might argue that the use of Fourier's neologisms, and,

indeed, of his language in general, brings welcome acquisitions to

Breton's new language of poetryj but of deeper interest are the

ways in which Breton seeks to reflect in his imagery key aspects,

key themes, of Fourier's philosophy. The theme of harmony Is not

just suggested with nsusioal images - the "ode" of the title, "le

roseau d'Orphde", the allusion in 1. 136 to Fourier's new system of

rausioal notation, "(le besoin) de faire passer la cl$ de sol da

seoonde en premi&ra ligne dans la notation musicale", and "Fourier

qu'a-t-on fait de ton clavier" (l. 129) - but also with the myth

of a Golden Age and hdon regained, evoked by the Hew World and the

philosopher's stone (1. 156), and by the images of light which mark

the final part of the poeis, oulminating in a strange association,

inspired by phrases in Fourier's cosmogony, between the planet

Uranus, given here its old name Herschel, and its satellites, and

a queen bee in her hive, which presents very pleasantly both the
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concept of "industrie attrayante" and the discovery of a new

world; and this art of pure suggestion is the quality of the

poem's final and significant image, archetypal in its idea but

new in its expression, the image of freedom escaping and taking

wing!

"Au grand scandals des uns sous l'oeil S. peine moins sev&re
des autres soulevant son poids d'ailes ta liberty". (3A 115)

The image of wings is, of course, very reminiscent of

Hugo's vision of the birth of liberty which Breton quotes on the

last page of Arcane 17 (cf. supra, p. 292 ); yet whereas Hugo

saw a single white feather falling down, freedom for Breton takes

on the symbolic form of a great bird, but unlike Baudelaire's swan

and albatross, a bird about to take off for its element once more.

So like Arcane 17, the a dhafflSS ends in an

optimistic vein, with Breton's hope and belief in the eventual

triumph of love, liberty and poetry.

Thus, what on first reading may have seemed a rather pedest¬

rian evocation of the disparity between Fourier's system and society

in the 1940's, a poem heavily laden with Fourierist terminology, is

on closer examination an intricate network of ideas, images, hopes

and lamentations, drawn not just from Fourier's writings but also

from Classical mythology and Red Indian ritual. The poem begins to

vibrate with new life as Breton finds new stimuli in the American

landscape; one can soon begin to sense that even though the text of

the Ode contains very little specific reference to Breton's redis¬

covery of love and re-marriage, he felt that life had begun anew

for him, that the end of the war could be the first glimmer of the
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dawn of a new age for mankind, not just the beginning of a new

stage of his own life, a simultaneous dawn and twilight, symboliz¬

ing the ultimate fusion of opposites in a searing light and the

accomplishment of the Great Work.

*************

The long poems do build up to a climax, albeit a different

kind of climax from that of Arcane 17. In a sense they enable

Breton to reconcile the flashes of inspiration of the surrealist

images in the early automatic texts and poems with the more careful

elaboration of the themes and ideas of the work3 in the "prose

quartet". They merge the lyric and the epic into a bold new poetic

formj they have the air of great verbal symphonies; they possess a

richly symbolic quality which transcends the individual images.
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CONCLUSION

We have thus followed Breton's development both as a theorist

and as a poet and have seen that the theorist is, if anything,

eclipsed by the poet — if one must separate these two aspects of

the man. We have examined the nature of the various influences on

Breton and discovered that the ideas of Lautr<5amont, Apollinaire,

.aint-Pol-Koux and Reverdy probably helped to determine Breton's

conception of the image and made him realize the importance of the

need for a new and modern form of lyricism for poetry. We have set

Breton's study of the poetic image against the background of similar

investigations by contemporary Anglo-Saxon writers, particularly the

Imagists} and in that chapter suggested that Breton may also have

been influenced, whether he was aware of it or not, by certain ideas

of Bergson and Reray de Gourmont. Ye have analysed in some detail

3reton's classification of "surrealist images" in the Premier Mani-

foste and have attempted to relate it to his poetry, even though we

felt that it is inadequate and that its value has been exaggerated:

we have shown that Breton's examples were not always well chosen and

that the boundaries between the different categories were often fair¬

ly fluid or even ill-defined. This led us to conclude very quickly

that Breton's imagery cannot be described sufficiently in terms of

lists of types and that one must rather attempt to evoke its bewil¬

dering variety, its splendid qualities of dynamic surprise and dewy

freshness. To be content to define or categorize the images in

purely formal terms would convey nothing of their real function.

The famous remarks on the image in the Premier Ranifeste certainly

reveal little of the important secrets of Breton's poetry: these
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have to be extracted carefully from his writings, poetry as well as

prose. The relationship between image and theme is in truth more

rewarding study than purely formal considerations, and such a con¬

clusion would be supported by Breton's own critical method, which

we have seen at work in his discussion of his poem Tournesol and of

one of his "po&raes-objets". We argued that to remove Breton's

images from their context is to strip them of a considerable part

of their vitality, and that although Eluard may have claimed that

one might regard certain surrealist images as little poems in their

own right, they really need to be appreciated in the full force of

their interaction with other images; an isolated chord may itself

be pleasant, but it is usually heard to better advantage when

played in the context of the whole piece of music to which it belongs.

Because of all this we sought to expand the discussion of

Breton's conception of imageryi and thus we mentioned ways in which

the close friendship and relationship between Surrealist poets and

artists may have altered Breton's conoeption of the poetio image,

so that it could not have been seen solely as a figure of speech;

we considered the effects of Breton's occasional doubts about auto¬

matic writing, even though he continued to note down "phrases de

rdveil" until virtually the end of his days; we studied briefly his

desire to bring about the "ocoultation" of Surrealism. In this res¬

pect we devoted one chapter to Surrealist and occultist word-play,

another to the invention and practice of the "jeu de l'un dans

1'autre", and showed how Breton, as he grew older, talked more and

more of the analogical process, so that at times one had the impres¬

sion of a struggle between the arbitrary image and analogy. The

analysis of Du surr^aliame en sea oeuvres vives, however, demonstrat-
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ed that the two were not, in fact, rivals and that the arbitrary-

image had not been entirely displaced from its position at the centre

of Breton's poetics. So, despite our reservations about the classi¬

fication of surrealist images in the Premier Manifeste, we were able

to decide that Breton's more theoretical statements form a very use¬

ful, if not an indispensable series of guides for the study and ex¬

egesis of his poetry.

Our examination of the "prose quartet", which revolved at

first around the ideas of objective chance and of desire seeking

the object of its realization, revealed how Breton was able to en¬

large considerably our conception of poetry and illustrate how

poetry can make its incursion into everyday life. We noted the im¬

portance of private symbols in Nadja and the inter-relation of dream

and reality in Les Vases communicants, which made the account of

Breton's activities in his waking hours during the month of April

1931 resemble in its essentials a dream or even possibly an automat¬

ic text; we saw the connection between the theme of the encounter

and the surrealist image in L'Amour fou, a connection epitomized, of

course, in Lautrdamont1s celebrated aesthetic principle, "beau

comme la rencontre fortuite sur une table de dissection d'une ma¬

chine a coudre et d'un parapluie". In that book, too, the allusion

to "1'abandon des voies logique;; ordinaires" pointed to Breton's

preference for analogical patterns and structures, which, in fact,

characterize not only his more creative writings but also some of his

more theoretical texts. The chapter on Arcane 17 sought to portray

Breton's suggestion of the vast reservoir of symbols the poet has to

draw on, symbols which take the form of a cryptogram the poet at last

succeeds in decoding, and the nature and extent of the evolution of
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Breton's imagery in his prose-works into a very intricate network

subject to constant metamorphosis. Arcane 17 emerged as the true

climax of the series and revealed that the imagery in a prose-work

of moderate length could play as important a role and could be

maintained in the 3ame dynamic state of flux as in Breton's poems

proper, transcending the concept and even the limits of surrealist

images to embrace the more mysterious phenomena of legend, myth,

allegory and symbol.

In the final part of this thesis, the part devoted to Bre¬

ton's poems, we again brought out the importance of the fundamental

.Surrealist themes and principles: "le hasard objectif", "la beautd

convulsive", "le merveilleux", "le reve", "1'amour", "la quete", to

name just the most obvious ones. In it we examined the function of

the surrealist images, we saw that apparently arbitrary and even

hermetic images may at times shed light on 3reton's sentiments, we

witnessed the way in which quintessential qualities of Breton's

poetry appear in the early collections and how they are transformed

and expanded in the later "epic" or "symphonic" poems. This leads

naturally into another extremely important point, namely the fact

that although Breton may have set out to undermine the notion of

"genre", he utilized and explored various different poetic forms:

what one might call "avant-garde" or experimental poems, dream-

narrations, automatic texts, prose-poems, short poems in "vers

libres", long poemsj and this is partly responsible for the great

diversity of Breton'3 poetry. We have evaluated the significance

of the connection between the discovery of automatic writing and the

creation of the desired new and modern lyricism, conceived of in

terms of a "d^passement spasmodique de 1'expression controlde". We
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have approached Breton's poetry both at the level of the recueil

and at the level of the individual poem. We have studied Breton's

collaborations with fellow-poets, beginning with the very first

collection of automatic texts, Les Champs magndtiques.

Developments which took place round about 1930 a tendency

to write to, or at least an impression that Breton was writing to

predetermined subjects and themes, the allying of products of sub¬

conscious thought with subjects decided by the conscious mind —

did not displace the surrealist Image from its position of prime

importance in Breton's poetry and poetics and, indeed, helped to

achieve yet another fusion of erstwhile opposites and led to a re¬

conciliation of the passive reception of images and the active

search for, and perception of,analogies.

The wish to bring about the "marriage of opposites" pervades

many of Breton's poems as well as much of his thought. It led to,

and partly accounts for, a great number of images in which there are

elemental fusions and images which erode the frontiers between

animal, vegetable and mineral; it is also responsible, to some ex¬

tent, for the importance attached by Breton to the principle of

metamorphosis and even perhaps for the presence of the resurrection-

theme, since the latter, of course, contains a movement from death

to life and this, in turn, could be taken as a token of the ultimate

triumph of the Surrealist imagination. We witnessed, especially in

Le revolver a cheveux blancs, how the imagination was not only allo¬

cated pride of place among the faculties but also emerged as an im¬

portant theme, and how this was accompanied by Breton's restoration

to favour of the concept of inspiration.

Such remarks, however, over-simplify the situation and possibly



649.

disguise the fact that in his search for clues to the veritable

nature of Breton's genius the critic must wander through a forest

of symbols, signs, indices. The theme of the quest, therefore, be¬

comes as crucial for the critic as it was for the poet; and Bre¬

ton's significant thoughts on the image themselves tend to be ex¬

pressed in the form of flashes of insight, brief shafts of light,

no more no less. Although Breton was undoubtedly a fine stylist in

prose and had an extremely lucid mind, the logical and systematic

presentation of facts or arguments was not his characteristic or

favourite approach: in the enunciation of his thoughts, he prefer¬

red to try to recapture or reflect their pristine force, he pre¬

ferred to convey the suddenness of their revelation. So, one could

compare Breton's style, in his poems and his prose alike, with the

flight of a butterfly: it flits naturally from topic to topic, as

his fancy takes him. Breton's style suggests, in fact, a natural

automatism, and his poems, which are far more elliptical than his

prose, are full of short cuts and even of the odd short-circuit, an

expression justified by the allusion to a "difference de potentiel"

in the comments on the image in the 1924 Manifeste..

Although critics have always commented on the importance of

the images in Breton's poetry, the secret of his better, and more

attractive, poems is to be found in the fact that Breton solved,

for himself, for his purposes, the problem of poetic diction: he

could never be content with lines that did not possess that quality

of "convulsive beauty" which he made one of the foundations of 3ur-

realist aesthetics.

With almost each reading of the briefest poem by Breton some¬

thing new is disclosed, casting fresh light on its interpretation
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and even on the poet's mannerisms and preoccupations. Breton's

poetry is basically an expression of the fleeting, the delicate, the

ethereal and the wondrous. ?he "espaces blancs" between the words

are important always, not just in the so-called elliptical poems of

"ont de , idtd: there is simply a movement from an overtly ellipti¬

cal technique in many of the poems in that first recueil to a muoh

more latent and a muoh more discreet form of ellipsis in the sub¬

sequent Surrealist poems. In his poetry Breton begins to accomplish

his aim of letting words "make love"; he was prepared to give words

their freedom and, rather paradoxically, this desire is perhaps

suggested better in the little "proses" of Constellations, written

at the end of his career, than in Mont de ?i6t£, where the poet

almost seems afraid to exploit this latent freedom, for there he

steps very gingerly in the field of homonyms.

This reveals the usefulness of a chronological study of Bre¬

ton's writings. One can detect a progression in the imagery from

the initial impression of near chaos in Los Champs magndtiques to

the more cunningly distilled metaphors of Constellations. There is

some continual and gradual modification of the nature of the ima¬

gery, if not necessarily of the types of images, in Breton's poetry,

a modification both thematic and stylistic.

Occasional delightful images, like "la rosde ?i tete de

chatte" and the less wall known "J'habite au coeur d'un de ces

chardons/Git tes cheveux sont des poign^es de pontes sous-marines",

really make the reader believe that they were clutched like birds

on the wing from the mysterious realm of the subconscious. They

seem to possess a visionary quality, a revelatory aura, sometimes

even an oracular power: and what they reveal are possibly concrete
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or semi-concrete manifestations of the forces of surprise and de¬

sire. They have their roles in the play of objective chance, for in

their coupling of disparate and distant realities, in their juxta¬

positions, they parallel at the verbal level the workings of "le

hasard objectif" in Breton's life; and, as we have seen, "le hasard

objectif", through its bringing together of the external and the in¬

ternal, the conscious and the unconscious, has close affinities with

symbolism. Moreover, such images reflect the fact that Breton's

eyes and ears were ever open to the world and to "le merveilleux"

the poet is able to find lurking in even the most unlikely nooks

and crannies; they are the agents whereby Breton transforms reality

into poetry; they are the vital instruments in the creation of new

myths and the revival of old ones, not just Classical myths but

also, and more important, the myths of primitive and emerging peop¬

les and Celtic, Arthurian and French legends.

In the imagery of the prose-writings Breton works out fully

what he is wont to leave as brief sketches in his poems, so that

one finds at times in the former the complete and generally complex

development of what could well be expressed as an arbitrary image

in the poems.

However, in his prose and his poems alike, Breton deploys a

subtle blend of arbitrary and more conventional images, he builds

up multiple images which may serve to evoke implicitly the concept

of the alchemy of the verb: Breton's imagery creates an atmosphere

of magic. As he grows ever wiser in his techniques, his "persona"

suggests increasingly the poet-magician, quite clearly in Constella¬

tions, but also, if less explicitly, in the epic poems. Admittedly,

thiB impression is built up first of all by the presence of patently
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hermetic motifs, by the marriage of fire and water, by the quest

for gold, but one gradually detects that in the whole corpus of

Breton's creative writings there is implicit the belief that "la

haute po<5sie" is itself a brand of alchemy, transmuting words

through new combinations into the expressions of some mysterious

eosanoe or experience. Though the image of "light in the darkness"

is a dominant right from the early days of automatic writing, it

becomes increasingly evident that it is in the evocation of love

regained, especially when it is set against the background of cos¬

mic forces, that Breton can best reveal this conviction that poetry

io an alchemic art, in which the best ferment is the new and sur¬

prising image; and we recall that the concept of an alchemical or

magic transformation was, of course, fundamental to iyrabolist

aesthetics.

Indeed, as one works through 3reton's poetry, one feel3 more

and more that the appellation, "Surrealist poet", is not entirely

appropriate for him. Certainly, as the acknowledged leader of the

Surrealist movement, as one of its finest poets, as one of the dis¬

coverers of automatic writing, he is a Surrealist poet; yet through

his both latent and manifest exploitation of dream, his use of

signs, analogy, metaj)hors relating dissimilar things, juxtapositi¬

ons, his perception or creation of a private network of symbols, he

evolved a twentieth-century form of both Romanticism and Symbolism,

which combines the best aspects of both those movements with an

essential freshness and originality of vocabulary and vision. Bre¬

ton's Gurrealiam,despite its shock tactics, despite its avowed break

with the past, follows on naturally from Romanticism and Gymbolism;

it occupies an almost logical place in the evolution of French
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poetry; it is a modern and personal form of Romanticism and, more

particularly, of Symbolism. There are certain constants in modern

poetry, and not just in French, from at least Romanticism onwards,

which Surrealism, and Breton's form of it especially, does not

abandon. As we have seen in the case of Surrealism and Imagism,

despite very important basic differences, there are also points of

contact and similarity. The use of automatic writing probably put

critics on the wrong traok; they were at first more aware of the

ways in which Surrealist poetry appeared to differ from earlier

poetry. Breton's choice of terminology when he compiled a list of

surrealist images in the Premier Kanifeste likewise helped to mask

the presence there of certain very basic kinds of images, the symbol

being perhaps the best example, hidden as it was beneath the cloak

of the phrase, "the image with an absent or missing term". Bre¬

ton's surrealist imagery is not, when examined closely, really as

different from the imagery of earlier generations of poets as many

critics may have led us to believe. Despite the presence in Bre¬

ton's poetry of vast numbers of images which could be placed in

certain categories of his famous classification of surrealist im¬

ages, the interest, the attraction and the beauty of his imagery

reside more in the discreet and private symbolism he creates and

employs. The real originality and freshness of Breton's poetry lie

in his success in evolving a new type of poetic diction and of

poetic rhythm, his use of a new vocabulary for poetry which weds

modern specialized, technical, scientific terms to the more tradit¬

ional language of poetry; from this union the new terms derive their

novel symbolic, and at times mythical, significance.

Although Guy Michaud, when he was writing the epilogue to his
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"essage podtique du symbolione, saw Surrealism as the "victime de

son ambition d6mesur4e", seduced by two opposite temptations, "le

reve et la politique", and "incapable.... de faire la synthase de la

podsie et de l'action"j1 he stressed in his final paragraph, in a

prescription for the poetry of the future, the poetry which would

succeed that of the Symbolists, the importance of the reconciliation

of poetry and science, and of a need to rediscover unity of thought

and action and the unity of the conscious and the unconscious:

"C'est liberer ses ressources les plus profondes, sa sensi¬
bility primitive, et toutes les traces d'une pensde ana-
logique; car il y a dans cette intuition premiere des symboles,
non toute la verity, mais l'embryon de toute vyrity. C'est
ensuite prendre conscience de ces richesses retrouvdes; savoir
lire & travers les images individuelles spontanyes ou les
grands mythes collectifs, l'ordre du monde; appeler a l'aide,
pour une analyse et une critique rigoureuse dans le cadre
d'une conscience ainsi yiargie, toutes les forces de la
science et de la raison. C'est enfin, ayant oapty les forces
inconscientes, savoir les transmettre et rendre au langage
une partie au moins de ses pouvoirs. Alors la poysie, cessant
d'etre un jeu gratuit de mandarins, pourra redevenir un guide
efficace." 2

Although the emphasis might not be placed here exactly where

we would wish and although the odd point may not quite be appropri¬

ate, these words resume extraordinarily well the achievement of

Andry Breton and help to set the seal on our view of him as not

just a Surrealist poet but as the man who took French poetry on

beyond Symbolism, in the sense in which it has always been under¬

stood, to its most significant twentieth-century development. With¬

out wishing to achieve the "parfaite musique" sought by the Symbol¬

ists, Breton's best poetry, whether it is located in the short

poems of L'Air de 1'Eau and Constellations or in Arcane 17 or in

1. op.cit., Paris: Nizet, 1966 edition, p.641.
2. id., p.642.
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Pleine marge. Fata Morgana, Lea Stats gdn^raux, the Ode k Charles

Fourier, is a veritable symphony of themes, images and symbols.
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