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Abstract 

Surrealism is a cosmopolitan cultural movement that transcends modern constructs of the 

nation-state. Indeed, Surrealism’s ontological focus on the individual, its revolutionary 

intent to attenuate national sovereignty and its hybrid cultural identity all attest to diverse 

facets of Cosmopolitanism broadly conceived. Notwithstanding, Surrealism has been 

presented as Paris-centric, which elides the range and reach of its global 

expanse. Therefore, this thesis argues for Surrealism’s international sphere of influence 

through the prism of cosmopolitan theory, moving beyond frequently used critical 

frameworks of Marxism, Feminism, Psychoanalysis and Postmodernism. In particular, the 

principal aim of this thesis focusses on photographic output of Surrealism, documentary and 

artistic, as a conduit for the dissemination of non-European and marginalised iconographies. 

As such, the thesis will investigate how the photographic medium and practices contribute 

to and develop Surrealism’s cosmopolitan interchange between cultures in multifarious 

ways. In order to achieve this aim, the thesis argues that the cosmopolitan nature of 

Surrealist photography has a thorough historical grounding in fin-de-siècle movements such 

as Symbolism, and in particular, its related photographic output. It will also investigate 

photography in Surrealist journals which disseminated hybrid, Western and non-Western 

iconographies to a worldwide audience, explored as a contributing factor to a Cosmopolitan 

Surrealism. The thesis goes on to examine the ways in which Surrealist curatorial practices 

develop a cosmopolitan methodology through their incorporation of non-Western objects 

via photographic reproductions. Two case studies will interrogate persisting tensions 

regarding the movement's treatment of the female gender from a non-European angle. The 

thesis will subsequently postulate that Surrealism is a not a culturally specific movement, 

coalescing with non-Western philosophies and cultures via the photographic medium. In 

sum, the thesis objective is to prove that the photographic medium was an indispensable 

tool and vision in the creation of a ‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’, transcending the conceptions 

of national boundaries through multiple networks of global exchange harnessed by the 

Surrealists such as exhibitions, periodicals, photographic reproductions and the 

incorporation of non-western photographers into the movement. It will conclude that 

Cosmopolitanism became an empirical reality for Surrealist groupings around the world in 

contradistinction to a mere theoretical espousal.  
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Surrealism is a cosmopolitan cultural movement that transcends constructs of a nation-

state. Notwithstanding, the dominant scholarly tendency has been to present it as Paris-

centric, which belies its global expanse. This thesis proposes an alternative, cosmopolitan 

framework for the Surrealist movement in relation to Surrealist photography.  The focus is 

upon innovative and new uses of Surrealist photography to disseminate non-European or 

marginalised iconographies through its development within journals, exhibitions, photo-

literature and the artistic form itself. Symbolist antecedents as well as Enlightenment 

philosophers of Cosmopolitanism, Kant1 and Hegel, who influenced the Surrealists, form a 

pivotal framework for this study. 

 

It has been commonly espoused that both Kant and Hegel elaborate a ‘Universalist’2 notion 

of Cosmopolitanism. For example, Kant affirms that Cosmopolitanism can be viewed as a 

‘principle of humanity […] as an end in itself’ (Kant: 2008: 48-49), in his Groundwork for the 

Metaphysics of Morals (1785). Similarly, Hegel postulates that ‘a human being counts as 

such because he is a human being, not because he is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, 

Italian etc’ (Fine:2007:30). Certainly, these notions of a common humanity or as Kant would 

term it a ‘universal community’ (Kant: 1991:107), are commensurate with Surrealist 

thought. On many occasions, this artistic movement undermined the idea of the nation 

state. In particular, at the vernissage of their International Surrealist Exhibition in 1936, 

André Breton gave a lecture proclaiming the Limites Non-Frontières du Surréalisme [Non-

National Boundaries of Surrealism]. Indeed, the Surrealists believed that both the dream 

and the potentiality of revolution were forces that conjoined individual beings regardless of 

their idiosyncrasies. 

 

Notwithstanding, a Universalist vision of Cosmopolitanism does not take into account the 

importance of individual identity and one’s situatedness within a particular social context. 

This is something the contemporary cosmopolitan philosopher, Seyla Benhabib, argues in 

                                                 
1 For a full list of André Breton and Louis Aragon’s citations of Kant see Sebbag, G. (2012) ‘Aragon et Breton 
dans les pas de Kant’ [Aragon and Breton in the Footsteps of Kant] Chapter 5 in Potence avec paratonnerre, 
Surréalisme et philosophie, Hermann. p.81-103.  
2 I am viewing the concept of Universalism in the following manner as defined by Chernillo (2012:39) 
‘Universalism lies at the centre of our real ability to think of ourselves beyond ourselves as members of a single 
humanity.’  
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favour of. She formulates a dichotomy between the ‘generalised other’ and the ‘concrete 

other.’ The ‘generalised other’ is equated with Kant’s Universalism in which we ‘abstract 

from the individuality and concrete identity of the other’ (Benhabib: 1987:87). Conversely, 

Benhabib (1987:87) advances that the concrete other, ‘requires us to view each and every 

rational being as an individual with a concrete history, identity, and affective-emotional 

constitution (…) we seek to comprehend the needs of the other.’ As such, there is a potent 

tension within cosmopolitan thought between a grounded identity politics and the idea of 

an emancipated human being as an end in itself. Whilst Benhabib is far from the only person 

to argue for Cosmopolitanism as the reification of hybrid, multifarious identities, her 

approach also incorporates a feminist angle as well as emphasising the primacy of the 

individual. In turn, this becomes apparent in the Surrealist treatment of non-Western 

woman, the Surrealists often focussing on the otherness of both their skin colour and 

gender as opposed to acknowledging their specific ethnic origin. Man Ray’s Guadeloupian 

muse Adrienne Fidelin will be used to exemplify this.  

 

Another pertinent example of Benhabib’s cosmopolitan vision can be found in the one-issue 

journal Légitime Défense published in 1932 by Antillean students resident in Paris. Whilst 

the contributors pledge allegiance to the Surrealist cause, the focus is also upon the distinct 

formulation of a Black Caribbean identity in the midst of maltreatment and racism in the 

French metropole. Indeed, Lori Cole (2010: 15) asserts that: ‘the students appropriated 

Communist and Surrealist rhetoric for the purposes of initiating a Caribbean literary and 

political consciousness.’ Although the Antillean Surrealists subscribe to a movement of 

European origin, they catalysed a unique trajectory of what Rosemont and Kelly (2009:15) 

dubbed ‘1932: year one of black surrealism’. This would, arguably, reach its apotheosis in 

the négritude movement and the meeting of André Breton with Aimé and Suzanne Césaire 

on the island of Martinique in 1941.  

 

The dichotomy between Universalist and identity-based treatments of Cosmopolitanism is 

equally present in the Surrealists’ displays of African and Oceanic art. Several exhibitions, 

during the inter-war epoch and beyond, juxtaposed so-called ‘primitive’ artworks with those 

of the Surrealists themselves. In so doing, these non-Western sculptures were granted a 

status equal to works of fine art, challenging taxonomic display mechanisms of the 
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ethnographic museum. Whilst this can certainly be viewed as a cosmopolitan gesture, 

universalising the sense of artistic genius without regard to provenance or national origin, 

the cultural specificity of these ‘primitive’ works cannot be fully demonstrated by their mere 

inclusion in an exhibition. Nonetheless, Surrealist exhibitions were not conceived in a 

creative vacuum, they were accompanied by the publication of periodicals such as 

Documents (1929-1930) and Minotaure (1933-1939). A strong Surrealist presence on both 

magazine’s editorial boards and Surrealist authorship of numerous articles therein is 

indisputable3. Moreover, both periodicals included contributions from expert 

anthropologists4 with an in-depth understanding of multifarious non-Western cultures. 

Consequently, the Surrealists were somewhat aware of the diverse stimuli behind the 

creation of ‘primitive’ art and the unique identities of the indigenous peoples who fashioned 

them.  

 

Be that as it may, in 1984, a controversial exhibition entitled ‘Primitivism in 20th Century Art: 

Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern’ 5 was mounted by curator William Rubin at the 

Museum of Modern Art in New York. In a similar manner to the Surrealists over half a 

century earlier, the work of modern artists was juxtaposed with so-called ‘primitive’ art. 

Rubin’s catalogue was a trailblazer of its period in terms of the depth and detail of his 

approach but his overarching framework has shortcomings as far as this thesis is concerned. 

In particular, his overarching aim is concerned with the reception of so-called ‘primitive’ 

works by a group of key modern artists, adopting a monographic trajectory with chapters 

named after specific artists themselves.6 This approach tends to privilege the modernist 

perspective and modernist works over their non-western counterparts. A further 

shortcoming concerns curatorial strategies in the exhibition. Myers (2006:271) has critiqued 

Rubin for his detailed interpretation vis-à-vis the modern art on display whilst, at the same 

time, grouping together the non-western work under the same typology. This neglected to 

                                                 
3 André Breton and Pierre Mabille sat on the Minotaure editorial board whilst George Bataille was editor-in-
chief of Documents 
4 Such as Marcel Griaule, Michel Leiris, Georges Henri-Riviere, Dr Eckhart Von Syndow etc.  
5 I am using the term ‘primitive’ in inverted commas to denote its contentious nature, William Rubin also chose 
to do so but the Surrealists did not.  
6 Artists to whom a specific chapter is dedicated comprise the following: Gauguin, Matisse and the Fauves, 
Brancusi, Leger, Paul Klee, Giacometti and Henry Moore.  
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address with particularity the different and specific characteristics of each individual piece 

of so-called primitive art.  

 

Regarding Rubin’s overall methodological strategy for the exhibition and catalogue, he 

argues in favour of ‘affinities’ between modern and non-western art. He explains: 

 

 When such ahistorical influences are visually convincing, they illustrate affinities 
rather than direct influences. Affinities are far from unimportant however, in the 
long run, the multiplicity of them may tell us something more essential about 
twentieth-century art than does the far rarer instance of direct influence 
(1984:24).  

 

Rubin, here, presents an approach that aims to be ‘visually convincing’ throughout the 

exhibition. He focusses primarily on displays of aesthetic similarities and borrowings. By way 

of example, his introductory section lists a plethora of visual traits that tie Max Ernst’s 

elaboration of his anthropomorphic birdman character to both Maori Kites and Birdman 

reliefs from Easter Island. Whilst a relevant prism of analysis, this particular focus does 

preclude the spiritual nature of these artefacts and how this spirituality inspired the 

Surrealists. Indeed, in the preface to the 1936 Exposition d’Objets Surréalistes, André Breton 

particularly fixates on ‘god-like objects (…) of which their evocative power makes us 

particularly jealous’7 (Breton:1936: n.p). As such, Surrealist engagement with non-Western 

objects went far beyond purely visual resonances.  Indeed, the appeal of indigenous belief 

systems emerged at a time when the Surrealists were critical of the Catholic Church, hence 

they were invested in the discovery of alternative spiritualties8. Another entanglement that 

is not sufficiently explored by Rubin is the colonial provenance of many of the items 

displayed in the ‘Primitivism’ show.  Certainly, no critique of modern artists’ ambivalence 

towards how the objects were collected is made. It should be emphasised that although the 

Surrealists stage an anti-colonial exhibition in 1931, many of the objects held in their 

personal collections derive from the looting of imperialist expeditions and such a 

contradiction remains unchallenged by Rubin.  

                                                 
7 ‘les objets-dieux (…) dont nous jalousons particulièrement le pouvoir évocateur’ 
8 One of the most notable examples of this is the April 1925 edition of the journal La Révolution Surréaliste, 
subtitled ‘La Fin de L’Ère Chrétienne’ [The End of the Christian Era]. In this edition, Antoin Artaud also writes a 
letter to the Dalai Lama imploring him to spread knowledge of Buddhism around the world and grant salvation 
to the contaminated spirit of Europe.  
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Notwithstanding, Rubin does shed substantial light on the circulation of objects within 

imperial contexts. The importance of photographic circulation is seen as pivotal in the 

dissemination of non-European objects and their iconographies. He states:  

 

The growth of museums since the early nineteenth century and, even more, the 
documentary use of photography have made available a world of images that 
earlier artists have never seen, culminating in the concept of Malraux’s 
“Museum without Walls”. The simultaneous accessibility of all historical sources 
[…] sets the modern period off from any other (Rubin: 1984: 10).  

 

Although a ‘museum without walls’ allows for the circulation of non-Western iconography, 

Rubin’s particular allusion to Malraux’s 1947 text is highly individual in nature. Paradoxically, 

Malraux’s construction of a repository of the imagination is fundamentally Western in 

nature. In particular, it seems to draw from the heritage of Romanticism in the nineteenth 

century rather than develop strategies for the circulation of non-European artistic creations. 

 

In this thesis, circulation of ‘the photograph’ as a concrete entity is privileged as 

symptomatic of modernity, stimulating what Walter Benjamin described in his seminal essay 

of 1935 as ‘mechanical reproduction.’ Mechanical reproduction facilitated a very empirical 

sense of Cosmopolitanism to occur, the photograph being transmitted via exhibition 

catalogues, periodicals, newspapers and various other media. Beyond Benjamin’s emphasis 

on the reproduction as opposed to the object that inspires it, distribution of the photograph 

could be used as a conduit for painting, sculpture or any other artistic medium. As such, a 

greater sense of mobility was granted to aesthetic styles from non-Western sources and the 

importance of an original artwork exponentially decreased. Hence, the circulation of 

photographs also enabled a sense of ‘cosmopolitan practice’ whereby distant, mediated 

contact with different iconographies could give rise to a hybrid artistic style. This was not 

just a one-way transfer between non-Western and Western. Indeed, this thesis will 

demonstrate that, as was the case in Chinese Surrealism, a countervailing flow of 

photographic circulation enabled Chinese artists to borrow visual tropes from the West.  

 

The status of photography as an art and a practice is equally important to consider.  Susan 

Sontag’s On Photography (1973) is instructive on this point: 



 

 35 

Photography is the paradigm of an inherently equivocal connection between self 
and world—its version of the ideology of realism sometimes dictating an 
effacement of the self in relation to the world, sometimes authorizing an 
aggressive relation to the world which celebrates the self. One side or the other 
of the connection is always being rediscovered and championed. (Sontag: 
2005:96) 

As Sontag identifies, realism is a useful starting point that endows photography and its 

derivatives such as photomontage with a political potency that remains unsurpassed. At a 

time when colonialism and fascism became increasingly menacing, photography as a 

medium within Surrealist practice had the potential to offer a cosmopolitan vision of the 

world or as Sontag describes it ‘an aggressive relation to the world which celebrates the self’ 

(2005:96). Indeed, photography was used in the 1931 Surrealist anti-colonial exhibition to 

critique the fabrication of colonial curios that stereotyped the image of indigenous peoples 

as ‘European fetishes’. Furthermore, photomontage was used in a Chinese context to depict 

the hedonism of the semi-colonial Shanghai cityscape and its multifarious cultural 

influences. Photography as medium also stimulated a greater amount of political agency 

and recognition to practitioners from non-Western countries. 

 

Of equal importance is the work of seminal photographic theorist Allan Sekula who 

underscores the cultural specificity that resides in each individual photograph contrary to 

the universality of photography as an artistic practice: ‘If we accept the fundamental 

premise that information is the outcome of a culturally determined relationship, then we 

can no longer ascribe an intrinsic or universal meaning to the photographic image’ (Sekula: 

1982:456). As such, Sekula reflects Benhabib’s situated, concrete vision of Cosmopolitanism 

within the photographic realm. Whilst there is a Universalist political aspect to the 

photographic medium, how precisely this manifests itself is contingent on a number of 

idiosyncratic cultural factors that affect each specific photograph. Consequently, one must 

consider the relationship between the photographer and the photographed, particularly in a 

colonial context where power relations and the hegemony of the gaze were skewed 

towards the West, something that Surrealist photography itself was, at times, complicit in.  

 

Given this confluence of theoretical ideas, the overarching research aim of the thesis is the 

following:  
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How did the photographic medium contribute to Surrealism’s cosmopolitan interchange 

between cultures? 

 

This thesis will examine the relation between Surrealist photography and African, Oceanic, 

Latin American and Chinese art, these relations will be considered alongside marginalised 

elements of Euro-American art which embrace cultural contexts beyond their anthologised 

accounts. In order to achieve this aim, five objectives are elaborated which correlate with 

the five subsequent chapters of the thesis. First, the thesis intends to demonstrate that the 

cosmopolitan nature of Surrealist photography has a thorough historical grounding in fin-de-

siècle movements, principally, Symbolism and its related photographic output. The next 

objective is to demonstrate that photography in Surrealist journals successfully 

disseminated hybrid, Western and non-Western iconographies to a worldwide audience. 

Third, the thesis argues that Surrealist curatorial practices develop a cosmopolitan 

methodology through their incorporation of non-Western objects via photographic 

reproductions. The fourth chapter will go on to argue that a tension persists within the 

movement's treatment of the female gender. In the final chapter, the thesis proposes that 

Surrealism is not geo-culturally specific. Rather, it is far-more wide ranging in the 

development of its cosmopolitan approaches and practices as will be demonstrated in a 

series of key exchanges with Chinese modern artists during the late 1920s to 1930s, 

pivotally via innovative uses of the photographic medium.  

0.2 Towards a Cosmopolitan Genealogy of Surrealism. 

During the past fifteen years, it has been argued that: ‘The intellectual field of 

Cosmopolitanism studies has developed tremendously’ (Inglis and Delanty: 2010:11) with 

re-readings of Kant (Benhabib: 2006) and elaborations of cultural cosmopolitanism 

(Waldron: 1992). Notwithstanding, this time period does not account for the inter-war 

period of 1924-1939 during which the output of Surrealism was most prolific. Indeed, this 

thesis limits itself to this period wherein the Surrealists develop a sense of Cosmopolitan 

practice as opposed to theory. Whilst the Surrealists disseminated their movement beyond 

European borders, the history of modernist cosmopolitan thought itself is Western, 
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anchored in a Kantian legacy. However, this legacy has been contested by the latest wave of 

cosmopolitan texts such as those of Bhabha (1994) and Appiah (2006) who elaborate visions 

of identity and diversity which canonical histories of Cosmopolitanism have ignored. Despite 

this progression, the history of Cosmopolitanism still contains lacunae in certain aspects. 

Consequently, the thesis argues for a new colocation: ‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’, the aims 

of which are to re-situate the undeniable worldwide expanse of this movement against a 

pertinent critical theory beyond frequently-used frameworks of Postmodernism, Marxism, 

Feminism and Psychoanalysis. 

To chart modernist conceptions of Cosmopolitanism, necessarily invites revisiting the ideas 

of Kant. Indeed, Kant’s anti-colonialism resonates with Surrealist protest activities such as 

their Exposition Anti-Coloniale in 1931. In particular, in 1795 Kant writes Perpetual Peace in 

which he criticises the British presence in Hindustan commenting: ‘under the pretence of 

establishing economic undertakings, [the British] brought in foreign soldiers and used them 

to oppress the natives, excited widespread wars among the various states, spread famine, 

rebellion and perfidy, and the whole litany of evils which afflict mankind’ (Delanty: 2010: 

16). Moreover, Kant elaborates two indispensable conceptions of Cosmopolitanism: 

Cosmopolitan Law and Cosmopolitan Right. Cosmopolitan right is defined by Williams 

(2007:59) as: ‘a system of obligations and authorizations where the independent actions of 

one person can be combined with the independent actions of others in such a way that all 

remain free.’ Cosmopolitan law refers to Kant’s cosmopolitan constitution wherein he 

believes man should undergo ‘coercion’ (2007:59) to submit to the legalising of 

cosmopolitan rights which attenuates somewhat the individual freedom emphasised by 

cosmopolitan right. Indeed, Kant comments in Idea (1784) a constitution ‘will always remain 

provisional unless this contract extends to the entire human race’ (Brown: 2009: 67). This 

collapses traditional notions of national sovereignty despite negating the freedom of the 

individual. Undeniably, the place of the individual within Surrealist thought was equally 

problematic.  

Reading Idea closely, the core trajectory of Kant’s political vision becomes clear. Indeed, in 

Kant’s Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim (1784), Kant reflects upon the 

ontological difficulty of defining the human species and writing their history. Kant’s solution 
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is to attempt to discover ‘an end of nature behind this absurd course of human activity’ 

(Kant: 2006:4). Kant then elaborates nine propositions. The first and second propositions 

revolve around the ‘natural predispositions’ (Kant: 2006:5) of the human species whom 

Kant views as the only rational creatures on the planet.  The third proposition comments 

upon the hardship faced by humanity and how the human species has transformed from a 

state ‘of greatest brutishness to a condition of the greatest skill’ (Kant: 2006:6). The fourth 

proposition focuses on the ‘antagonism’ and ‘unsociable sociability’ of human beings (Kant: 

2006:6) which work to both form and threaten the basis of society. Hence, the fifth 

proposition postulates ‘the achievement of a civil society that administers right universally’ 

as a solution to the mercurial yearnings of human nature (Kant: 2006:8). This fifth 

proposition is crucial in postulating a vision beyond the pre-existing nation-state. In order 

for this civil society to function the sixth proposition states that the human being ‘needs a 

master.’ This initially sounds like a dictatorial regression but the seventh proposition 

stipulates that mankind must ‘abandon the lawless state of savagery and enter into a 

federation of peoples’ (Kant: 2006:10). Here, Kant argues that mankind will eventually agree 

to a cosmopolitan federation as the only alternative is to endure the ravages of war. Kant’s 

eight proposition argues that the ultimate goal of nature is to create a cosmopolitan 

federation of states and this is the end-goal of mankind’s journey, the teleology of the 

human race. Indeed, Kant laments the ‘artificial relations’ between nation states that 

currently persist (Kant: 2006:13). Finally, in the ninth proposition, Kant emphasises the need 

to write a ‘universal history’ of mankind (Kant: 2006:15).  

 

An area that Kantian commentators have failed to sufficiently emphasise throughout their 

respective works is the philosopher’s negative conception of the individual. Indeed, in the 

second proposition, Kant postulates that Cosmopolitanism ‘developed in full only in the 

species, but not in the individual’ (Kant: 2006: 5). This tension between the individual and 

the collective is something that equally plagued André Breton and Surrealist philosophy. 

Although briefly subscribing to Marxism, Surrealism postulates for a psychic emancipation 

of the individual whilst Kant equates the ‘single individual’ (Kant: 2006:78) in Towards 

Perpetual Peace (1795) with prehistory. For Kant, Cosmopolitanism is a priori a collective 

possibility. Yet, for the Surrealists, individual encounters in cosmopolitan cityscapes are 

what give rise to a new sense of the ‘marvellous everyday’, a term coined by Louis Aragon in 
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Le Paysan de Paris (1926). For example, in Nadja (1928), copious examples of an everyday 

form of Cosmopolitanism are interspersed throughout the text. For example, Breton 

traverses the Parisian cityscape with a Russian psychiatric patient, meets an Arabian fortune 

teller, encounters examples of banal orientalism such as the ‘Sphinx Hotel’ and purchases 

African and Oceanic artefacts. Indeed, the Surrealist focus on the individual is ostensibly 

what led to their incompatibility with the French Communist Party. As early as 1926, Breton 

launches a hard-hitting attack on the movement in an article called ‘Légitime Défense’ 

[Legitimate Defence] published in La Révolution Surréaliste. Breton states that the 

communist newspaper L’Humanité is ‘puerile, theatrical, idiotic, an unreadable newspaper 

completely unsuitable for the role of proletarian education it claims to undertake’ (LRS: 

1926:8:31) 9. In the same article, he also asserts the right to individual artistic creation 

stating ‘Revolt alone is creative, and that is why we feel that all subjects of revolt are 

worthwhile’ (LRS: 1926:8:33) 10. Moreover, Breton cites Baudelaire as a prime example of his 

viewpoint, someone whose individuality and originality of poetic expression cannot be 

reconciled with the collectivism of communist thought (LRS: 1926:8:33). As such, in the 

same way that Surrealism’s focus on the individual was incompatible with Communism, the 

collectivism of Kant’s cosmopolitan philosophy raises a conflict with the Surrealist emphasis 

on the individual.  

 

In his 2007 work, On Cosmopolitanism, sociologist Robert Fine presents Hegel as a 

cosmopolitan, which further substantiates his widely-recognised influence on André 

Breton11. Fine asserts that Cosmopolitanism should be transformative and equates this 

possibility with Hegel instead of Kant who limited his vision to a fraternity of nation-states.  

He draws useful comparisons between the two currents of thought, particularly,  

the nub of Hegel’s criticism of Kant: we cannot simply ratchet cosmopolitan laws 
and institutions onto existing forms of the modern state and think we have 
solved the problem of political violence. Cosmopolitanism has to be more 
transformative than this’ (2007:38).  

 

                                                 
9 ‘puérile, déclamatoire, crétinisante, un journal illisible, tout à fait indigne du rôle d’éducation prolétarienne 
qu’il prétend assumer’ 
10 ‘La révolte seule est créatrice et c’est pourquoi nous estimons que tous les sujets de révolte sont bons’ 
11 For an introductory overview of Hegel’s influence on Surrealism and André Breton please consult Jonathan 
Eburne ‘Heraclitus, Hegel and Dialectical Understanding’ in Fijalkowski and Richardson (2016) Surrealism: Key 
Concepts London: Routledge p.19-35.  
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Whilst the Surrealists certainly do cite Kantian thought, Hegel was a key philosophical 

reference point, and Fine rightly confers a cosmopolitan perspective upon this Surrealist 

antecedent. Rorty (2009:216), like Fine, also notes the key difference between Kant and 

Hegel: ’Kant thinks that the achievement of a free political and social life is a regulative ideal 

(…) Hegel holds that it is in fact entirely possible to have a free society in the here and now 

which answers to all we can reasonably hope for in a free society.’ In other words, for Rorty, 

Kant is operating in the realm of hypothesis and idealism whilst Hegel believes that 

Cosmopolitanism is practically realisable.  

 

Naturally, Kant’s and Hegel’s ideas have been mediated before reaching André Breton.  It is, 

therefore, necessary to briefly trace the line of reception between these iterations of 

Enlightenment philosophy and its avant-garde reception.  Eburne (2016:21) argues, 

‘Surrealism was at forefront of the French philosophical ‘return to Hegel’ of the 1920s and 

1930s.’ Eburne argues that the Surrealists, ‘radically recast Hegel’s system, privileging the 

dynamism (and incompleteness) of the dialectic rather than the abstract totality of the 

spirit’ (2016:21). Eburne (2016:30) helpfully defines the dialectic as ‘denoting the pursuit of 

truth through disagreement.’ Indeed, in Hegel’s Introductory Lectures on Aesthetics 

(1818:np), Hegel uses dialectical reasoning to harmonise opposing concepts of culture, 

travelling towards the idea of a cosmopolitan vision of art as intrinsic to all mankind. He 

professes sympathy towards,  

 

works which by reason of their antiquity or of their alien nationality have, no 
doubt, a foreign element in them, yet in view of their content, common to all 
humanity and dominating their foreign character- could not have been branded 
as products of bad and barbarous taste except by the prejudices of theory. 

 

Moreover, Hegel even adopts a position of cultural relativism by attempting to consider the 

analytical perspective of non-European peoples towards Western art, stating:  

 

Works of art of those extra-European peoples, their images of the gods, for 
instance, which their fancy has been originated as venerable and sublime, they 
may appear to us as the most gruesome idols and their music may sound to our 
ears as the most horrible noise, while they, on their side, will regard our 
sculptures, paintings and musical productions as trivial and ugly. 
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 Consequently, Hegel’s dialectical meeting of two opposing points of view, enables a 

universal, cosmopolitan vision of art that supersedes notions of place of origin. 

 

Whilst the Surrealist reception of Hegel is well-known, Kant is not someone readily 

associated with Surrealist thought. However, Fijalkowski (2016:2) notes that ‘During 1920 

and 1921, Breton and Aragon engaged in two classifications of thinkers that interested 

them. The only ones to receive consistently positive appreciations were (…) Kant (2016:10).’ 

Furthermore, they construct ‘a typographic diagram’ (2016:13) called ‘‘Erutaréttil’ 

(Littérature backwards) separated into two sections: ‘READ’ and “DON’T READ’. Kant has 

pride of place on the former list.  Moreover, Dali had a problematic relationship with Kant 

but grew to like his work. He states ‘I felt that a man like Kant, who wrote such important 

and useless books, must be a real angel! … But one day I did [understand] it. In a short time, 

I actually made unbelievable progress in understanding the great philosophical problems’ 

(2016:9). Furthermore, Georges Sebbag (2012:100) cites an epigraph to Kant by André 

Breton in his early poem-collage Poisson Soluble (1924), fabricated from newspaper 

cuttings: ‘A burning flame is extinguished, reality, marvellous legend, father figure, 

Immanuel Kant, was born 200 years ago, young intellectuals, they resisted him’12. Here, 

Breton attributes an avant-garde aura to Kant’s legacy, misunderstood in his own epoch 

only to be appreciated by posterity.  

 

Another equally important Surrealist elegy to Kant comes as early as 1922 when the 

collector Jacques Doucet asked André Breton to recommend books for his library. In ‘Projet 

pour la Bibliothèque Jacques Doucet’ (Breton: 1988: V1:631-636), Kant is the first 

philosopher cited, hinting that he is viewed by Breton as an originary figure of modern 

thought and the Enlightenment. Indeed, Breton states the inclusion of Kant is imperative: 

‘We cannot refrain from mentioning Kant, he was sent to save us’ (Breton 1988: V1:631) 13. 

In a conscious act of borrowing and appropriation,  the philosophical lineage of Kant is 

traced forwards to Freud.  This approach served to create a historical genealogy of thinkers 

as a means of supporting the Surrealist’s revolutionary position: 

                                                 
12 ‘UNE GRANDE FLAMME S’ÉTEINT / La réalité / merveilleuse légende / […] / La tête de sûreté / EMMANUEL 
KANT / naquit il y a 200 ans / La jeunesse intellectuelle / Elle lui résistait.’ 
13 ‘Comme on ne pouvait lui cacher Kant, c’est lui qui fut commis à nous sauver’ 
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Given the successful nature of thought when applied to the experiential world, it 
was hence necessary to explain how the inner workings of reason are objective. 
This perennial question is still posed today by philosophers who encountered 
the same opposition as Kant. Poincaré, Freud and Einstein represent the 
successive stages of this idea. Their presence in a library without Kant would be 
completely inexplicable (Breton: 1988: V1: 631) 14.  

 
Moreover, in 1925, the Surrealist group acknowledges the cosmopolitan intent of Kantian 

thought in La Révolution Surréaliste, through a tract protesting against the Moroccan war 

stating, ‘Revolution now and forever! Condemning the nation-state and Western civilisation’ 

(1925:31)15. The Surrealists place Kant’s name on a revolutionary tract against the colonial 

war in Morocco given Kant’s disavowals of British colonial war-mongering, which would 

indicate a more than tacit Surrealist approval of Kantian Cosmopolitanism and the goal of 

perpetual peace. His name is posthumously signed at the end of the article aligning his anti-

colonialist postulations with those of Surrealism.  

 

Indeed, it is fruitful to consider the numerous short political tracts published by the 

Surrealists between the periods of 1925-1939. These tracts offer unambiguous 

cosmopolitan statements.  For example, whilst the journal La Révolution Surréaliste is often, 

and understantably, granted a Marxist interpretation, the focus of the Surrealist signatories 

in the article ‘Revolution Now and Forever’ is very much to dismantle the idea of the nation-

state as opposed to class divisions. The tract states: ‘What sickens us most is that the idea of 

the nation-state is so beastly, the least philosophical idea with which we try to reconcile our 

spirit’ (LRS: 1925:4:31) 16. Moreover, special emphasis is placed upon the individual which 

does not chime with Marxist or Communist norms. Breton and his fellow signatories instead 

argue that: ‘The idea of revolution is the most effective safeguard of the individual’ (LRS: 

1925:4:31)17, which implies a revolution very different to that of communist counterparts, a 

                                                 
14 ‘Etant donné le succès et la fécondité de la pensée appliquée au monde de l’expérience, il s’agissait 
d’expliquer l’objectivité des données internes de la raison. Ce problème immortel est sensiblement le même 
que celui qui se pose aujourd’hui à des esprits plus purement scientifiques, qui rencontrent la même 
opposition que Kant. Poincaré, Freud, Einstein représentent les étapes successives de cette idée. Leur 
présence dans une bibliothèque d’où Kant serait absent serait tout à fait inexplicable.’ 
15 ‘La Révolution d’abord et toujours! Pourfendant la patrie et la civilisation occidentale’ 
16 ‘ce qui nous répugne c’est l’idée de Patrie qui est vraiment le concept le plus bestial, le moins philosophique 
dans lequel on essaie de faire entrer notre esprit’ 
17 ‘L’Idée de révolution est la sauvegarde la meilleure et la plus efficace de l’individu’ 
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revolution of the mind rather than a societal one. Moreover, other elements of the tract 

fervently appeal to the imagination, conjuring up poetic images of the Orient and the non-

European. Despite the geographic location of Morocco, the tract implores us to ‘turn one’s 

eyes towards Asia’ 18, reminding us that ‘the Orient is everywhere’ (LRS: 1925:4:31) 19. 

Instead of making direct references to the terror ensuing in Morocco, the tract’s scope 

emphasises the individual and the merits of non-European civilisation, as well as indigenous 

peoples, even referencing the lifestyle of nomadic Mongolians, transgressing artificially 

imposed borders. Ultimately, the Surrealists espouse a fervent anti-nationalism with the 

line: ‘For us, France does not exist’ (LRS: 1925:4:31) 20. Indeed, the lives lost in Morocco are 

a testament to France’s disregard for a human being’s sovereignty, subordinated to the 

vagaries of national identity.  

 

The next tract is entitled ‘Planet without Visa’, published in 1934, and signed by several 

members of the Surrealist group. The tract denounces the threat of Trotsky’s expulsion from 

France. Famously, Stalin referred to Trotsky as a ‘rootless cosmopolitan’, resorting to anti-

Semitic rhetoric to remove him from Russia. Whilst this tract empathises with Trotsky’s 

plight, the Surrealists are careful to distance themselves from being fellow Trotskyites, their 

Cosmopolitanism remaining unattached to any overt political ideology: ‘Whilst we are far 

from agreeing with all his current viewpoints, we are more than willing to associate 

ourselves with all the protests made on his behalf’ (Breton et al: 1934) 21. This tract 

interpellates Kant’s notion of cosmopolitan right, notably ‘the right of a foreigner not to be 

treated with hostility because he has arrived on the land of another’ (Kant: 2008:82). Breton 

alludes to France’s previous history of welcoming immigrants to the country stating ‘The 

famous traditions of hospitality associated with our country have been broken’ (Breton et 

al: 1934)22. Whilst highly benevolent in tone towards Trotsky, this tract also serves as a 

means for the Surrealists to differentiate themselves from the French Communist Party, 

relations with which were becoming increasingly strained, culminating in a cessation with 

                                                 
18 ‘L’Idée de révolution est la sauvegarde la meilleure et la plus efficace de l’individu’ 
19 ‘L’Orient est partout’ 
20 ‘Pour nous La France n’existe pas.’ 
21 ‘Nous qui, ici, sommes loin de partager tous ses conceptions actuelles, ne nous en sentons que plus libres 
pour nous associer à toutes les protestations qui ont déjà accueilli la mesure dont il est l'objet.’ 
22 ‘Il accepte de rompre par là avec les fameuses traditions hospitalières de ce pays’ 
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them the following year in 1935. Indeed, as Conely and Taminaux (2006:64) comment: ‘It is 

precisely this rather vehement rejection of the Party establishment that Breton projected on 

Trotsky.’ Instead of adherence to a particular social structure, Trotsky and the Surrealists 

emphasised the importance of the progression of the human race and universality. Indeed, 

many contemporary political theorists recuperate the ‘cosmopolitan’ label attached to 

Trotsky in a positive light. Wesson (2017:128) comments: ‘he was a cosmopolitan 

intellectual and the universal movement was central to his thinking.’ Like Breton, Trotsky 

believed in the fundamental freedom of art from political constraint, commenting that the 

term ‘socialist realism’ had ‘been invented by a bureaucrat’ (Aspley: 2010:476). For both 

intellectuals, art could not be constrained by a Communist ideology and cosmopolitan 

spaces across national boundaries allowed for individual expression to blossom, even via 

forced exile.  

 

In 1936, the International Surrealist Exhibition took place at the New Burlington Galleries, 

London. During the exhibition run André Breton gave a lecture entitled, ‘Borderless limits of 

Surrealism’, re-published in his Oeuvres Complètes (1988). The title of Breton’s speech 

clearly invokes a cosmopolitan worldview. Breton affirms that Surrealism cares nothing for 

‘any of the existing political parties’ (Breton: V3: 1988:660) 23, aligning strongly with the 

non-ideological intent of cosmopolitan thinking, bereft of any affiliation to left or right. 

Breton espouses a form of Cosmopolitanism aligning with Kant’s ontological iterations of 

the movement as ’a principle of humanity as an end in itself’ (Kant: 2008: 48-49) by stating 

that ‘the future, including Surrealism’s status as the only intellectual effort currently 

focussed on the international realm, can remain committed to the hope of liberating the 

human spirit’ (Breton: V3: 1988:661) 24. Breton firmly rejects economics as the sole cause of 

the world’s ills and instead rallies for a transformation of the spiritual domain. He calls this 

‘An appeal to automatism…. Beyond economics’ (Breton: V3: 1988:664) 25. Like Trotsky, 

Breton rejects ‘the conception of socialist realism as erroneous’ (Breton: V3:1998:665) 26. 

Perhaps most importantly, Breton views Cosmopolitanism as an ontological process stating 

                                                 
23 ‘aucun des partis politiques existants’ 
24 ‘Tout l’avenir, y compris ce que le surréalisme, en tant qu’unique effort intellectuel sans doute concerté et 
tendu à cette heure sur le plan international, peut engager d’espoir absolu de libération de l’esprit humain’ 
25 ‘un appel à l’automatisme…en dehors du plan économique’ 
26  ‘comme erronée la conception du réalisme socialiste’ 
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‘Under the banner of Surrealism, the aspirations of innovative writers and artists from all 

countries hope to be unified. This unification, far from being a unification of style, responds 

to a new common consciousness of life itself’ (Breton: V3:1988:661) 27. This speech firmly 

cements the aims of Surrealism to be a global art and cultural movement whilst tropes of 

revolution appear to reside within the human consciousness rather than purely in the social 

domain.  

 

In 1938, André Breton was appointed to the role of French Cultural attaché to Mexico. 

Mexican muralist, Diego Riviera arranged a meeting between Breton and his long-time 

friend Leon Trotsky, now in exile there, having been expelled from France. Together they 

conceived the tract ‘Pour un Art Révolutionnaire Indépendant’ [For an Independent 

Revolutionary Art] which conceives of an artistic world-state without borders. A staunch 

critique is made of Stalin’s ideology and the inherent danger of his regime. Further to this, 

more ontologically-orientated statements are made which draw on Kantian 

Cosmopolitanism. Breton and Trotsky (1938) state: ‘The necessity for the emancipation of 

the spirit need only follow its natural course to merge and re-immerse itself in that 

primordial necessity: the emancipation of man’ 28. However, their demands are conceived in 

a dialectically Hegelian and and Surrealist style: ‘Independence of art-for the revolution-

revolution-for the definitive freedom of art’ 29.This leads to the creation of FIARI, the 

International Federation for Independent Revolutionary Art, tantamount in some respects 

to Kant’s goal of a federation of states, developed from an artistic perspective.  

 

With rising political tensions rising on the eve of the Second World War, Breton and 

Trotsky’s Federation, or FIARI, was short-lived. It did, however, create a key publication with 

several international Surrealist contributors including Egyptian Surrealist Georges Henein, 

Mexican Diego Riviera, Russian Leon Trotsky and the French Surrealists, entitled Clé. In it, a 

tract named ‘Pas de Patrie’ [No Country] (1939:1) is published just before the outbreak of 

                                                 
27 ‘Le surréalisme tend à unifier aujourd’hui sur son nom les aspirations des écrivains et des artistes novateurs 
de tous les pays…cette unification, loin d’être seulement une unification de style, répondant à une nouvelle 
prise de conscience commune de la vie’ 
28 ‘Le besoin d'émancipation de l'esprit n'a qu'à suivre son cours naturel pour être amené à se fondre et à se 
retremper dans cette nécessité primordiale: le besoin d'émancipation de l'homme.’ 
29  ‘L’indépendance de l'art - pour la révolution; la révolution - pour la libération définitive de l'art.’ 
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the Second World War in January 1939. The tract salutes Paris as a cosmopolitan centre for 

the avant-garde stating:  

 

We can’t fail to mention that whilst Paris has kept the artistic avant-garde afloat, 
this is essentially down to the hospitable welcome artists from all countries 
benefited from, if some of the great currents of thought known to the universe 
took shape there, it is because Paris essentially constituted an international 
laboratory of ideas (1939 :1) 30 

 

This, of course, would all be annihilated by the advent of the Second World War, yet the 

tract highlights the fact that cosmopolitan enclaves of artists were present in key nodal 

points of the Surrealists’ global network. The second (and final) edition of Clé in February 

1939 publishes an article entitled, ‘N’Imitez pas Hitler!’ [Don’t Imitate Hitler!]. Again, the 

focus is on the place of art within the political universe, denouncing the destruction of 

artworks, which would be the fate of certain Surrealist pieces during the Second World War. 

Indeed, the Surrealists’ cosmopolitan engagement on the world stage was palpable until the 

very eve of conflict. After the outbreak of the Second World War, Breton’s cosmopolitan ally 

Trotsky would be brutally murdered the following year in 1940 by a Soviet agent.  

 

Poignantly, Hegel (1991:371) states in his Philosophy of Right that: ‘the spirit of the world 

produces itself in its freedom from all limits and it is this spirit which exercises its right-

which is the highest right of all-over finite spirits in world history as the world’s court of 

judgement.’ Indeed, the Hegelian ‘the spirit of the world’ would finally triumph over the 

‘finite spirit’ of fascism with the advent of the United Nations in the wake of the Second 

World War, perhaps the closest approximation to the Kantian federation of states or what 

Hegel would dub ‘the world’s court of judgement’. After the Second World War, Breton 

would have contact with the cultural arm of the United Nations31, UNESCO, emulating, in 

certain respects, the FIARI organisation concocted by himself and Trotsky.  For the 

                                                 
30 Nous n'avons gardé d'oublier que si Paris a réussi à se maintenir longtemps à l'avant-garde artistique, cela 
tient essentiellement à l'accueil hospitalier qu'y ont trouvé les artistes venus de tous les pays; que si ont pris 
naissance dans cette ville quelques-uns des grands courants spirituels dont l'univers a tenu compte, c'est 
qu'elle a constitué un laboratoire d'idées vraiment international 
31 For a more detailed analysis of Breton’s dealings with the 1947 UNESCO International Exhibition in Paris of 
Haitian Surrealist Hector Hyppolite please see my published conference paper: Walden, L. (2017) ‘Surrealism: 
A Global Cultural Movement with Local Political Agency.’ Think Magazine Available online at: 
https://think.iafor.org/surrealism-global-cultural-movement-with-local-political-agency/  

https://think.iafor.org/surrealism-global-cultural-movement-with-local-political-agency/
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Surrealists, their tracts can indeed be linked to both Kantian, Hegelian and contemporary 

espousals of cosmopolitan thought. Therefore, it is now necessary to interrogate how a 

‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’ is conceived in secondary literature given the principles espoused 

in these core Surrealist tracts and philosophical texts. 

 

0.3 Literature Review 

 

Having explored core primary texts, the secondary literature review is divided into three 

sections. First, contemporary cosmopolitan thinkers are considered, before interrogating 

works dedicated to Surrealist photography and the phenomenon of international 

Surrealism. As such, this aims to be an interdisciplinary review, which will synthesise theory, 

practice and the aims of key Surrealist artistic movements.  

 

Section 0.31 Contemporary Cosmopolitan Thinkers 

This section will focus on key, recent literature on cosmopolitan theory and thought that 

support specific correspondences with Surrealism.  

 

Homi Bhabha’s ‘Vernacular Cosmopolitanism’ (1994) coalesces with a Surrealist sense of ‘Le 

merveilleux quotidien’ [The everyday marvellous]32. For Bhabha, Cosmopolitanism is an 

empirical facet of everyday life amongst the ‘diasporic minorities’ (xvi), not the elite. 

Vernacular Cosmopolitanism is defined by Bhabha as ‘moving in-between cultural traditions 

and revealing hybrid forms of life and art that do not have a prior existence within the 

discrete world of any single culture of language’ (xviii). Indeed, the Surrealists used many 

hybrid artistic forms such as photomontage, decalcomania, rayograms, and installation art 

to name but a few. Decalcomania and rayograms were invented by Surrealist immigrants 

Oscar Dominguez and Man Ray demonstrating inextricable links between Cosmopolitanism 

                                                 
32 In Le Paysan de Paris (1926) Louis Aragon attempts to grasp a sense of the ‘marvellous everyday’ by 
wandering through the streets of Paris, particularly the Passage de L’Opéra. His phrase the ‘marvellous 
everyday’ is coined in the first section of the novel, a ‘Preface to a Modern Mythology.’ As such the 
‘marvellous everyday’ is viewed as an integral part of what it means to be modern with street signs and café 
price lists strewn throughout the narrative, daily ephemera hence transformed into art. Aragon defines the 
marvellous as ‘La contradiction qui apparait dans le reel’ [The contradiction that appears within reality] As 
such, the ‘marvellous everyday’ refers to phenomena which distort reality whilst remaining an integral part of 
daily life.  
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and creation. Moreover, Surrealism is not confined to France or the Francophone sphere 

with works translated into many languages from Chinese to Czech. The Surrealists certainly 

moved in-between cultural traditions by aiming to reconcile so-called ‘primitive art’ with 

European modernism. Hence, Bhabha’s vernacular Cosmopolitanism aligns with Surrealist 

practice. Importantly, Bhabha distinguishes vernacular Cosmopolitanism from ‘global 

Cosmopolitanism’, whereby ‘diversity’ is tolerated ‘as long as it yields a profit’ (xiv). In stark 

contrast, vernacular Cosmopolitanism ‘measures global progress from the minority 

perspective’ (xvi).  The Surrealist’s political engagement with the Caribbean islands such as 

Martinique and Haiti attests to their disregard for hegemonic international relations. 

Werbner (2006:496) states vernacular Cosmopolitanism ‘joins contradictory notions of local 

specificity and universal Enlightenment’. Indeed, Surrealist groups across the world had 

their own sense of autonomy whilst more or less adhering to the rules of Breton’s Surrealist 

Manifesto.  

Kwame Anthony Appiah also considers this global/local schism whilst critiquing the 

eurocentricity of cosmopolitan history. He refers to humanity as a ‘global tribe’ (2006: xiii), 

both locally grounded and internationally minded. Indeed, Jeffers (2013:495) comments 

‘Appiah (…), more clearly opposes the idea that to be cosmopolitan requires transcending 

attachment to specific communities and traditions.’ Appiah frequently cites his Ghanaian 

upbringing as central to his cosmopolitan formation, describing several local idiosyncrasies 

that shift attention away from European centres. From a Eurocentric perspective, the 

uninformed may consider Ghanaian culture to be homogenous, but Ghana is merely a 

nation-state, within which Appiah’s Asante tribe perform their own traditions and cultures. 

Jeffers (2013:504) notes of Appiah’s Cosmopolitanism that ‘he shows respect for the Other’s 

intellect, as opposed to simple fasci-nation with its unfamiliarity.’ Surrealist activity supports 

this statement, subsuming non-European intellectuals such as Aimé Césaire and Wilfredo 

Lam into their group and celebrating their contributions.  Importantly, Appiah writes a 

passage on ‘cultural patrimony’. Surrealist ethnographers such as Michel Leiris were, of 

course, complicit in looting archaeological sites across Africa. Appiah argues that European 

museums should show these looted goods to demonstrate that non-Western cultures 

themselves were ‘splendidly cosmopolitan’ (2006:133). Indeed, as will be argued in later 

Chapters, the Surrealists highlight the specificities of non-Western objects in academic 
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journals such as Documents (1929-1930) and Minotaure (1933-1939) whilst juxtaposing 

them with their own art in Surrealist exhibitions.  

Jeremy Waldron’s ‘Minority Cultures and the Cosmopolitan Alternative’ (1992:751) taps into 

appropriation of non-Western cultures as ‘melange, hotchpotch, a bit of this, a bit of that, 

how newness enters the world’, citing Salman Rushdie. Indeed, Surrealist appropriation of 

African and Oceanic iconography and subject matter creates an original artistic offering, 

although not always corresponding with the intended purpose of the indigenous culture 

who made them. Waldron (1992:761) ludically states: ’modernist dreamers of Cosmopolis 

are not proposing exactly to destroy minority cultures. Their apartments are quite likely to 

be decorated with Inuit artefacts or Maori carvings.’ André Breton’s apartment was indeed 

decorated with an abundance of non-Western artefacts. His ‘wall’ has been reconstructed 

at the Centre Pompidou in Paris. Artistic collections of minority cultures disturb the cultural 

(and political) hegemony of Eurocentric international relations, granting small communities 

a place on the world stage. A ‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’ holds affinities with Waldron’s idea 

of protecting indigenous cultures. This occurs threefold: an appropriation of artistic tropes, 

exhibition juxtapositions between Western and non-Western artefacts and academic 

magazine articles concerning non-Western art. Surrealism, given its psychoanalytic element, 

also focuses on the individual, as does Waldron’s Cosmopolitanism. He asks ‘What becomes 

of the self in the cosmopolitan picture?’ (1992:788). For Waldron ‘diversity of character’ 

(1992:791) allows the self to dismiss what Michel Sandel terms ‘a single pre-established 

cultural role’ (Waldron: 1992:792). Hence, Cosmopolitanism presents the individual with 

multiple choices as to their identity and role in society.  

Seyla Benhabib is ostensibly the most prominent cosmopolitan to be linked with feminist 

theory. That said, Jewish-Surrealist photographer, Claude Cahun remained at the margins of 

the Surrealist group due to Breton’s dislike of lesbianism. Granted the trope of muse, this is 

perhaps where the Surrealists fall short, unable to attain a sense of ‘Feminist 

Cosmopolitanism.’ Interestingly, Benhabib subscribes to a Kantian form of Cosmopolitanism 

as humanity being an end-in-itself with one important change that distinguishes most 

contemporary cosmopolitan theorists from Kant. Jabri and O’Gorman (1999:184) comment 

‘Seyla Benhabib’s critique of the Kantian project precisely moves the frame from the 
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‘generalised other’, which is the basis of a cosmopolitan feminism, to the so-called ‘concrete 

other’, where self and other come to be recognised in their situatedness in time and place’. 

Indeed, Feminism is a celebration of difference and must be grounded in a particular 

societal context in order to develop meaning. Through the prism of Benhabib, a focus on the 

tension between Surrealism’s universality and particularity will be foregrounded, especially 

when dealing with the movement’s treatment of female practitioners and muses.  

Section 0.32: Surrealist Photography 

 

Having presented the core texts and approaches which comprise a tradition of cosmopolitan 

thought from the Enlightenment onwards, I argue that the practice of photography granted 

a legitimacy to the Surrealist’s political engagement on the world stage, whilst circulation of 

the photograph itself became a cosmopolitan resource, enabling greater numbers of 

interested parties to come into contact with non-Western iconography thanks to the 

reproducibility of the photographic image. I will not limit my analysis to the photograph 

strictu sensu but also examine hybrid forms such as photomontage, rayographs, photograms 

and other mixed media, which incorporate photographic techniques. It would be artificial to 

limit my analysis to the ‘pure’ form as the Surrealists produced transmedial entities and 

worked to transgress disciplinary boundaries.  

 

Photography’s rupture of what Walter Benjamin terms ‘aura’ enabled the transference of 

culturally hybrid motifs and reproducibility unattainable by other art forms. This, of course, 

enabled Surrealist photography to develop a cosmopolitan sphere of influence. In ‘The Work 

of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ (1935), Benjamin states: ‘From a 

photographic plate, for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the 

authentic print makes no sense’ (2008:24-25). As such, photography transposed artwork 

from a museum to a magazine context, a practice adopted by the Surrealists to spread their 

aesthetic internationally. Whilst Benjamin presents several negative aspects of 

reproduction, such as fascist elegies to technology by the Futurists and Marinetti, he asserts 

that: ‘the reproduction, as offered by illustrated magazines and newsreels, differs 

unmistakably from the image’ (2008:23). This is certainly the case of Surrealist journals 

which utilised a newfound mobility of ‘the reproduction’ to distribute Surrealist 
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photographs to cosmopolitan nodal cities throughout the world. In his ‘Short History of 

Photography’ (1931), Benjamin specifically mentions the Surrealists. He cites Eugène Atget’s 

photographs as the ‘forerunners of Surrealist photography’ (2005:518) and credits him with 

‘the emancipation of the object from the aura’ (2005:518) which Benjamin believed to be 

beholden to negative formulations of ritual and mythology.         

 

Benjamin’s contributions to the history of photography are invaluable. Yet, David Bate has 

more precisely developed a photographic theory of Surrealism itself. In his work, 

Photography and Surrealism: Sexuality and Colonial Dissent (2003:21), three categories are 

helpfully elaborated:  ‘1. ‘Mimetic’, those which mirror reality 2. ‘Prophotographic’ those of 

which the content is already surreal prior to being photographed. 3.’ Enigmatic’ those which 

‘introduce fantasy into reality.’ Bate shows that the photograph could either reinforce 

reality or distort it in the service of ideology. Furthermore, he notes that the misleading title 

of Breton’s work ‘Surréalisme et la Peinture’ contains discussions about photography and 

other media, connoting that the Surrealists did not instigate a hierarchy of art forms 

(2003:77). Bate relates the use of Surrealist photography both to sexuality and colonialism 

in an attempt to reconcile these two very disparate areas of Surrealist engagement; the 

mind and politics or the individual and collective realm. This is achieved by copious recourse 

to Freudian psychoanalytical ideas such as the Uncanny.  Bate’s approach is very useful 

when analysing the Surrealists’ controversial exoticism, which spurred many criticisms. 

Nevertheless, Bate mainly focusses on European Surrealist photographers and 1920s 

photography when the Freudian influence on Surrealism was at its peak. Indeed, Surrealism 

undoubtedly developed a sturdier and more widespread international presence during the 

1930s as the thesis will demonstrate.    

 

Dawn Ades specifically discusses Surrealist photography in Rosalind Krauss’ L’Amour Fou: 

Photography and Surrealism (1981). Her Chapter, ‘Photography and the Surrealist Text’ is 

vital in highlighting the transdisciplinary expanse of Surrealist practices. Ades postulates 

that Surrealist journals are where ‘the range and resources of photography within 

Surrealism are most fully realised’ (1985:155). Indeed, Chapter two of this thesis is 

dedicated to the journal medium. She explores the linkage between André Breton’s 

‘Souvenir of Mexico’ in Minotaure and accompanying photographs by Manuel Alvárez Bravo 
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of poverty in Mexico City, creating a non-European focus. For Ades, the photographs act as 

‘poetic and political ethnology’ (179). Ades identifies that the photographs serve both a 

political and cultural purpose. As such, within their hermeneutics lies a clarion-call for global 

engagement. From a cosmopolitan point of view her choice of the word ‘ethnology’ merits 

further analysis. Bravo’s photographs are briefly contrasted with the ‘ethnography’ of the 

Dakar-Djibouti expedition of which photographs also appear in Minotaure. Hence, 

ethnography becomes synonymous with the documentary photograph. For Ades, 

ethnography is ‘photography as evidence and record’ (179) whilst ethnology is synonymous 

with ‘social conditions’ (179), an important distinction within the Surrealist’s photographic 

oeuvre that this thesis will draw upon.  Despite this difference, Ades appears to have pinned 

down two distinct examples of photographs in journals as a tool for disseminating non-

Western images of the world; both vital cosmopolitan resources. However, the concept of 

‘ethnology’ also feeds into a cosmopolitan condition of subjectivity.  Indeed, Ades 

comments that Manuel Alvarez Bravo’s photography is ‘far exceeding a snapshot record’ 

(179), harbouring a multiplicity of meaning, hinting that photographs depicting the 

ethnological should be considered as works of fine art, despite the fact they are still 

constructed from a controlling viewpoint, similarly to the ethnographic. 

In contrast, Rosalind Krauss approaches the category of Surrealist Photography from a 

linguistic angle, comparing photography’s power for representation as equal to that of 

words. Within L’Amour Fou (1981) she writes the essay ‘Photography in the service of 

Surrealism’ (1981:15-57). In particular, an analogy is made between the Surrealist trope of 

‘automatic writing’ and the act of taking a photograph which Krauss describes as ‘the 

constant, uninterrupted production of signs’ (1981:35).  Krauss comments at length upon 

the power of photomontage to be read as a linguistic sign. Whilst the photomontage does 

temper somewhat photography’s relation to the real, it nevertheless ‘expresses not simply 

the fact which it shows, but also the social tendency expressed by the fact’. (1981:25). 

Krauss argues this is particularly apparent in the revolutionary collages of John Heartfield, 

satirising Hitler and the Nazi regime. Notwithstanding, Krauss places emphasis on the tropes 

of repetition and doubling within Surrealist photography.  From an aesthetic point of view, 

this repetition is undeniably common to several Surrealist photographers such as Man Ray, 

Maurice Tabard, Hans Bellmer and George Hugnet whose images accompany Krauss’s text. 
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Elsewhere though, this condition of doubling and repetition is offered by Krauss as 

exemplary of an avant-garde myth of originality.  Such an approach appears to be 

symptomatic of what could be termed a ‘postmodern pessimism’ which conceives the idea 

of the copy in a negative manner.  This somewhat overshadows Krauss’s detailed formal 

analysis of Surrealist photography. For example, in her essay, ‘The Originality of the Avant-

Garde: A Postmodernist Repetition’ (1981), she comments: ‘That so many generations of 

twentieth century artists should have manoeuvred themselves into this particular position 

of paradox—where they are condemned to repeating, as if by compulsion, the logically 

fraudulent original—is truly compelling’ (1981:9). This sense of repetition as compulsion 

undermines the several original photographic techniques Krauss describes in L’Amour Fou33. 

Instead, she treats these techniques as if modernism becomes ‘like the discourse of the 

copy, postmodernist’ (1981:19). As such, the perspectives that Krauss adopts conflate ideas 

of artistic repetition, in an innovative sense, with a lack of originality. This is particularly 

problematic when it comes to the category of photography which derives its very innovation 

from duplication and reproduction as key practices in the cosmopolitan circulation of 

images.  

Interestingly, in his work City Gorged with Dreams (2002), Ian Walker is relatively critical of 

Rosalind Krauss’ volume L’Amour Fou (1981).  He notes that Krauss concentrates particularly 

on the human form and ‘many cut-up bits of (mainly) female bodies’ (Walker: 2002:2). He 

also criticises Krauss’s distrust of the documentary photograph. Indeed, Walker identifies 

the city as a place where photography became perhaps the primary Surrealist mode of 

representation. He chooses a Max Ernst photomontage from Variétés in 1929 and 

extrapolates its highly cosmopolitan significance. One photograph ‘is of the Place d’Etoile 

but with the Arc du Triomphe removed, the other is titled ‘Montparnasse’ – it shows a 

section of the cemetery. He states that the ‘Pro Patria Mori of the arch’ is simply contrasted 

with ‘the banality of accumulated death’ in the Montparnasse photo. (Walker: 2002: 42) 

Such sophisticated analysis reveals a latent anti-nationalism, teased out of Surrealist 

juxtapositions. Walker’s book limits itself to Surrealist street photography of Paris, but in 

                                                 
33 The following photographic techniques invented by the Surrealists are cited by Krauss: Rayography, 
Solarisation, and Brûlage. 
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doing so, the cosmopolitan elements of the cityscape and immigrant photographers such as 

Brassaï inevitably come to the fore.  

Patricia Allmer is one of the few academics to interrogate Surrealist photography as a 

disseminator of non-western iconographies: concerns pertinent for this thesis. In her article 

‘Apertures onto Egypt: Lee Miller’s Nomadic Surrealism34’ (2013), Allmer positions Lee 

Miller as, ‘an international citizen, – an American woman wearing an Arabic (male) 

headdress and holding a German Rolleiflex’ (2013:1). Indeed, Allmer demonstrates that the 

photograph has the ability to transmit an empirically-lived cosmopolitan identity within a 

single still. Through the catalyst of Lee Miller’s Portrait of Space (1937), Allmer goes on to 

unravel the complex entwinings of Colonialism, Orientalism and national boundaries which 

documentary photography had previously been complicit in upholding. Instead of 

reinforcing these discourses, in Allmer’s treatment, Miller used Surrealist tactics to 

destabilise such hegemonic categories. In the case of Portrait of Space, a diaphanous tent is 

used to mimic the geometry of ancient Egyptian pyramids. However, an enigmatic tear in 

the fabric gestures towards the liminality of borders. As such, Allmer calls for a re-reading of 

Miller’s photographic corpus as ‘the ultimate nomadic art form that exceeds all frontiers’ 

(2013:15). By emphasising the mobility agency of a female photographer, something 

pioneering in and for itself, Allmer’s analysis confers a cosmopolitan identity both on Lee 

Miller as a practitioner and in her uses of the Surrealist Photograph as an art form.  

Finally, following on from Allmer, Man Ray scholar Wendy Grossman offers equally 

compelling insights into how photography distributed non-European art forms which are 

key to this thesis’ analysis of photography as a cosmopolitan, Surrealist resource.  In Man 

Ray, African Art and the Modernist Lens (2009) Grossman argues that ‘the camera lens 

became a prism through which a large audience for the first time experienced African art, a 

development in which Man Ray’s photographs played an influential role’ (2009:61). Indeed, 

this separates photography from other art forms, arguing for a case of exceptionalism in 

terms of its cosmopolitan potential. The reproducibility of the photographic images enabled 

non-European iconography to be disseminated on a mass scale. Hence, we can view 

                                                 
34 This journal article has been revised to form the fifth chapter of Patricia Allmer’s (2016) latest monograph 
Lee Miller: Photography, Surrealism and Beyond Manchester: Manchester University Press. This publication 
also considers Lee Miller’s role as a war photographer and her rapport with the American Avant-garde.  
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Benjamin’s ‘Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ in a positive sense. 

Moreover, Grossman notes ‘Photographic reproductions played a unique role among all the 

graphic arts in the process through which non-Western curios were transformed in Western 

eyes into recognised works of art’ (2009:62). Indeed, the photograph extrapolated a non-

Western artwork from a taxonomised, ethnographic museum environment enabling it to be 

viewed as a stand-alone work of art. Grossman’s comments on the technical idiosyncrasies 

of photography and how it engendered the mobility of non-Western art-forms is indeed 

original and exemplary. Grossman also tackles the complex politics of photographic 

appropriation.  She states ‘Despite being commissioned and initially employed as 

documents of ethnographic collections many of these conventional photographs of non- 

Western masks and figural sculptures would resurface in avant-garde publications’ 

(2009:62). Indeed, this is commonplace throughout Surrealist journals and vital to a 

cosmopolitan ‘rehabilitation’ of artefacts often considered inferior to Western art through 

their commingling with it.   Despite some very pioneering work, Grossman stumbles 

somewhat into a primitivistic trap by almost no discussion of meaning behind the 

photographed artefacts themselves and their non-western origins, an area this thesis hopes 

to address.  

 

Section 0.33: International Surrealism 

 

Discussions of the international dimensions of Surrealism vary widely in scope and 

methodology. To date, this is a burgeoning section of literature which has been neglected in 

Surrealist scholarship. An attempt is made to group together a nascent coterie of writers 

engaged in the international aspect of Surrealism. Within this small grouping, it is difficult to 

distinguish trends. Notwithstanding, a common discussion point concerns the Surrealist’s 

anti-colonial endeavours. This is a relatively recent interest developed in studies by Sophie 

Leclercq (2009) and Lynn Palermo (2010). In stark contrast, Surrealism and ethnography, 

which was first critically considered by James Clifford in 1981, reveals a tension.  It is 

problematic to consider ethnographic activity as cosmopolitan due to the control and 

hegemony of the Western explorer. The geographical purview of ‘International Surrealism’ 

also differs widely. For some academics, such as Elsa Adamowitz (2006) it is confined 

(artificially) to European countries. Conversely, Michael Richardson (1996) creates a 
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pioneering survey of Surrealism in the Caribbean, challenging Eurocentric tropes as worthy 

of the ‘international’ label. Most recently, Sam Bardadouil published a pioneering 

monograph entitled Surrealism in Egypt (2017). These works provide a springboard for an 

analysis of Surrealism beyond the confines of Paris.  

 

In her work, La Rançon du Colonialisme. Les Surréalistes Face aux Mythes de la France 

Coloniale (2009), Leclercq historically charts the Surrealists’ engagement throughout their 

artistic production from 1919-1962 with anti-colonialism, one of their core cosmopolitan 

traits. Leclercq emphasises that their fight was simultaneously philosophical and empirical. 

For instance, Leclercq equates Surrealist thought with Utopianism at one juncture: ‘Far-

flung societies are therefore the utopian places where the individual and the collective are 

reconciled’ (2009: 50) 35. This appears justified due to the fact copious members of the 

Surrealist movement never visited the places they romanticised, such as Oceania. Despite 

engaging with detailed corollaries of Surrealist thought, Leclerc ultimately opts for a 

postcolonialist position and not a cosmopolitan one. She states that the Surrealists wished 

to ‘destroy the west’ (35) 36, which is highly controversial. One could well argue that they 

wished to reconcile European and transnational cultures. Indeed, they were impeccably 

well-versed in European philosophical traditions as their knowledge of Kant and Hegel 

testifies to. Leclercq mentions several Surrealist exhibitions whereby ‘Exhibitions with 

evocative titles are organised. Here, non-Western objects were juxtaposed with Surrealist 

works’ (109) 37. Indeed, the Surrealists read widely and were deeply ensconced in Western 

culture whilst reaching out to territories beyond Europe. Naturally, Leclercq does not side-

line the empirical anti-colonialism of the Surrealists. She helpfully highlights the Surrealists’ 

direct interpellation of prominent figures wielding power. Indeed, the Surrealists wrote a 

letter to Paul Claudel, a diplomat in Japan, to decry French foreign policy. They write ‘Long 

Live Germany, Long Live China, and Long Live the Moroccans, Down with France’ (177) 38. As 

such, Leclercq explores a vital tenet of Surrealism’s international success: its anti-colonial 

stance.  

                                                 
35 ‘les sociétés lointaines sont alors le lieu utopique ou se réconcilient le groupe et l’individu.’ 
36 ‘faire table rase de l’occident’ 
37 ‘Des expositions aux titres évocateurs sont organises dans lesquels sont juxtaposés des objets non-
occidentaux et des oeuvres surréalistes.’ 
38 ‘Vive l’Allemagne! Vive la Chine! Vive les Rifains! A bas la France.’ 
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Palermo’s article ‘L’Exposition Anticoloniale’ (2009) is very useful in differentiating between 

the Surrealists’ flirtation with Communism and their cosmopolitan activity. She asks 

whether this Surrealist anti-colonial exhibition was ‘a political or aesthetic protest.’  

(2009:27). This is noteworthy given that the exhibition’s two organisers had contrasting 

views. Palermo states that André Thirion, ‘in setting up an exhibit well within the style 

approved by the Party, had decided in a sense to sacrifice Surrealist ideals for political 

appurtenance’ (2009:34). Conversely, Louis Aragon, ‘appears to have been motivated 

primarily by the prospect of organising an important exhibition of indigenous art from the 

colonies’ (2009:35). This resides more firmly within a cosmopolitan framework. Moreover, 

Palermo comments ‘the juxtaposition of ‘primitive’ objects and Western objects reversed 

the primitive-to-civilised academic aesthetic progression that buttressed France’s civilising 

mission at the Exposition Coloniale’ (2009:36). In other words, a cosmopolitan curation 

strategy, flouting the taxonomic approach of ethnographic museums, denied the 

subordination of so-called ‘primitive’ art apparent at the official colonial exhibition 

organised by the French government. Aragon seems to be re-writing art history here; his 

curation strategy implies that Western art has been influenced by primitive art, which 

overturns the political trope of colonialism as a ‘civilising mission.’ Instead, it seems ‘the 

other’ has influenced the West.  

 

Clifford’s article ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism,’ (1981) is pivotal in analysing the Surrealist 

predilection for non-Western cultures and the international appeal of the movement. 

Clifford (1981:542) comments: ‘For the Paris avant-garde, Africa (and to a lesser degree, 

Oceania and America) provided a reservoir of other forms and other beliefs.’ In other words, 

a challenge to Western artistic hegemony was posed, which the avant-garde would readily 

disseminate. Clifford also draws attention to the Documents review, which played a vital 

role in disseminating identities of cosmopolitan photography. In a one page spread, it 

commingled ‘a Châtelet show advertisement, a Hollywood movie clip, a Picasso, a 

Giacometti, a documentary photo from colonial New Caledonia, a newspaper clip, an 

Eskimo mask, an old master, a musical instrument’ (1981:552).This presented a new eclectic 

juxtaposition of objects that challenged traditional ethnographic taxonomies with a 

cosmopolitan arrangement. The Mission Dakar-Djibouti, which was hailed as a triumph in 
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Surrealist journal Minotaure, is helpfully viewed through a much more critical prism ‘whose 

chief official task was to enrich the nation’s collections’ (1981:555). Clifford does not 

wholeheartedly praise the advent of ‘ethnographic Surrealism’ and demonstrates how in 

this instance, it surreptitiously supported colonial endeavours. Despite this, Clifford believes 

the museum where the collection was displayed, the Trocadéro, ‘encouraged international 

understanding and global values’ (1981:558). Clifford briefly identifies Surrealism as a 

‘cosmopolitan tradition’ (1981:558) and, is one of very few writers to confer the epithet 

‘cosmopolitan’ upon the Surrealist movement. However, overall, there has been little, if 

any, developed treatment of cosmopolitan perspectives in the critical literatures on the 

Surrealist movement. This is an important issue that will be explored further in the 

methodology section. 

 

Richardson’s Refusal of the Shadow (1996) is an anthology of texts by Surrealist Caribbean 

writers dating from the period 1932-1946. The texts are previously untranslated which now 

renders them accessible to Anglophone communities. Richardson’s diachronic introduction 

emphasises that Black Surrealist artists assumed their own voice and stance long before 

Breton’s sojourn on the island of Martinique in 1941. The one-issue journal Légitime 

Défense of 1932 is translated. This journal was written by Martiniquais students, residing in 

Paris, who explicitly identified themselves with the Surrealist movement. This is an 

important task in showing that a group of engaged Martiniquais intellectuals and Black 

Surrealists existed before Breton’s chance encounter with Aimé Césaire in Martinique. 

Furthermore, in his article ‘Surrealism Faced with Cultural Difference’, in Kobena Mercer’s 

Cosmopolitan Modernisms, Richardson confers the term ‘internationalist’ upon Surrealism. 

However, he comments ‘this does not mean that artists belong to a universal cosmopolitan 

community’ (2005:78) which differs somewhat from my vision.  However, Richardson 

comments ‘as it spread internationally, Surrealism changed its focus of concern to engage 

with local conditions’ (73). Indeed, Martiniquais Surrealism assumed its own identity that 

Suzanne Césaire espoused in her article ‘Le surréalisme et nous’ [Surrealism and Us] in the 

review ‘Tropiques.’ Richardson’s contributions to international Surrealism serve to 

demonstrate the Surrealists’ high level of political engagement attracted the adherence of 

non-European artists to the movement. 
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Dawn Ades’s edited volume Surrealism in Latin America: Vivísimo Muerto (2012), aptly 

synthesises the broad expanse of multiple Surrealist groups on this continent. The 

introduction helpfully pinpoints the problematic relationship between art and anthropology 

within Surrealist thought. Ades (et al) state; ‘on the one hand it lead to serious 

anthropological and archeological investigations; on the other, it was deeply implicated in 

the Surrealist’s rejection of western culture’ (2012:3). This is helpfully fleshed-out by the 

contrasting approaches of Antoin Artaud, who looked to Mexico as a mere cipher for 

mysticism, and Benjamin Péret, who carried out meticulous investigations into Latin 

American folklore. Certain Surrealists did indeed have substantive knowledge of the cultures 

they would assimilate into their own works. The same tension within ‘ethnographic 

surrealism’ is indeed highlighted by Clifford (1981). Expert use is made of archival material 

pertaining to César Moro by Dawn Ades, highlighting correspondence between himself and 

European Surrealists such as Maurice Henry as well as his publications in Surrealist journals 

in Paris. Transnational exchanges through figures such as Wolfgang Paalen are also 

highlighted to convey the integral importance of Latin America to the European Surrealists. 

Neufert highlights Paalen’s disavowal of Freud’s Totem and Taboo in his 1943 essay ‘Totem 

Art.’ Paalen notes that Freud suggested the insularity of indigenous peoples. Instead, 

Neufert interprets Paalen’s view of the totem as the ‘product of a universal mentality’ 

(2012:117), more commensurate with the cosmopolitan interpretation espoused in this 

work. Inevitably, this volume cannot convey the entirety of Surrealism in Latin America, 

which is beyond the study’s scope. There appears to be a leaning towards Surrealism in 

Latin American after 1940 whilst once could argue, particularly in Mexico, Surrealism was 

entangled with revolutionary politics during the 1930s fomenting an extended network of 

international exchange before Wolfgang Paalen set foot in Mexico, hence a sense of 

chronological historicity is overlooked beyond introductory remarks. Moreover, certain 

prolific photographers such as Manuel and Lola Alvarez Bravo are only mentioned in 

passing. 

 

Finally, Sam Bardaouil’s Surrealism in Egypt (2017) is a welcome addition to a nascent 

discourse treating Surrealism in a global context. Bardaouil charts the vicissitudes of the 

Cairene Art and Liberty group spearheaded by Georges Henein. Beyond this well-known 

author, Bardaouil outlines several other marginalized figures of the thirty-seven who signed 
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their inaugural manifesto of 1938 in the midst of both Western imperialism and the rise of 

Fascism. The groups’ artistic output was highly diverse ranging from the Dali-esque 

biomorphic bodies of Ramès Younane in A la surface du sable (1939) to fractured pharaonic 

architecture by photographer Etienne Sved (1945) who also painted parodic depictions of 

Hitler, similar to those of John Heartfield. The common glue binding together these artists 

are their political convictions, belonging to arguably one of the most engaged Surrealist 

groups globally. Such beliefs were enshrined in the manifesto entitled ‘Long Live Degenerate 

Art’, an unambiguous riposte to the ‘Degenerate Art Exhibition’ of 1937 in Berlin, organised 

by the Nazis.  Indeed, the manifesto states: ‘In Vienna, which is in the hands of the 

barbarians, canvases by Renoir are lacerated and Freud’s works are burned in public 

squares’ (Bardaouil: 2017: 245). Whilst Bardaouil’s work is replete with archival sources, his 

theoretical legacy is less clear. However, Bardaouil meticulously charts correspondence 

between the Parisian Surrealists and those active in Cairo. Throughout his work, he 

emphasises a ‘cross-germination of ideas and practices’ (238) between the Cairene and 

Parisian Surrealists, which firmly resides in the cosmopolitan theory this thesis intends to 

espouse by eschewing notions of core and periphery.  

0.4 Gaps in the Literature 

 

Having completed the literature review, several gaps in extant academic contributions have 

emerged. First, there is no critical work that engages with the pivotal innovation of 

Surrealist thought and practice via cosmopolitan theory whilst there remains substantive 

neglect of international Surrealism in several geographical areas. Although Hegel is explicitly 

referenced by the Surrealists, his work has not prompted a cosmopolitan analysis by 

Surrealist scholars. This is probably due to the Hegel’s positive reception by Marxists 

alongside his racist propositions of European supremacy on certain occasions. Whilst this 

association is unsurprising, Hegel was someone who continued to inspire the Surrealists 

after their break with the French Communist Party and the Soviet Union. The Surrealists 

drew on certain aspects of Hegelian thought and cannot be said to have promoted explicit 

ideas of racial superiority. Furthermore, the Surrealists do reference Kantian philosophy on 

several occasions (Dali does so in direct relation to photography), although much less 

frequently than Hegel. This is not something commonly attested to by Surrealist scholarship. 
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Despite a plethora of contemporary cosmopolitan studies, there still remains several 

lacunae in cosmopolitan thought relating to Surrealist practice. Whilst several texts relate 

Cosmopolitanism to the cultural realm, very few concentrate on art itself.  The thesis will 

formulate the concept of ‘Curatorial Cosmopolitanism’ is formulated to encapsulate 

exhibitions that transcend national boundaries of style and eurocentricity.  Moreover, a 

form of ‘Metaphysical Cosmopolitanism’ is conceived in religious tribal art that hosts no 

allegiance to the nation-state but to the cosmos itself. Indeed, all religions tend to 

transgress national boundaries, even if religious thought can be co-opted to reinforce them 

as was the case of Maurice Barrès and L’Action Française39. Another important term that 

will be used is ‘Primitive Cosmopolitanism’ to support Surrealist affinities with peoples who 

have no ethnic ties to the nation state which was a mere colonial imposition in many 

instances, particularly throughout Africa and Latin America. The thesis will also propose an 

expanded idea of the so-called 'primitive', in relation to Surrealism, as incorporating 

freedom of sexuality, the significance of the dream as something common to all humanity 

and the ‘primitive’ as having engendered vital iconographic transferences between Western 

and non-Western art. 

 

Although a burgeoning literature on the international development of Surrealism is evident,  

there are no works that link this specifically to the role of the photographic medium.  

Photographic innovations of the fin-de-siècle prompted mobility through copious visual 

travelogues and reproducible images of distant lands.  Furthermore, photography 

inaugurates an indexical relation to the real which ushers in an empirically-lived form of 

Cosmopolitanism. Surrealist photography travelled where Surrealist painting did not and is 

the only Surrealist representation of indigenous African peoples is due to documentation of 

the ethnographic Mission Dakar-Djibouti. In Surrealist journals, photography is also used to 

destabilise the hegemony of Western art history by rendering accessible images of non-

Western art such as Tibetan and Oceanian pieces and aiding in their canonisation.  

                                                 
39 Before the official inauguration of Surrealism, the Dadaists staged a mock trial of Maurice Barrès in 1921. 
Barrès was previously credited with being a revolutionary, cosmopolitan thinker but had recently turned 
towards Nationalism. He became close to Charles Maurras and his Catholic, Nationalist journal L’Action 
Française. André Breton played a key role in the trial whilst it was not taken seriously by other Dada members.  
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0.5 Methodology 

Whilst, to my knowledge, few pre-existing academic works specifically postulate a 

cosmopolitan methodology, i.e. a ‘cosmopolitan art history’40, there exists a growing 

number of studies advocating for a ‘global art history.’ It is within this trajectory that this 

thesis wishes to situate itself with the notable addition of cosmopolitan theory, both as a 

universalising vision and as an identity politics.  This thesis will conduct close visual and 

textual analysis of primary texts and artefacts displaying cosmopolitan credentials which 

have previously gone unrecognised. It is already known that Surrealism instigated an 

international network of cultural exchange. As such, the approach of mapping, common to 

certain works of global art history, will not be adopted.  James Elkins states that ‘Far and 

away the most pressing problem facing the discipline is the prospect of world art history’ 

(2007:41) and this does indeed present many challenges. There are however a handful of 

texts that methodologically deal with this very issue which are now discussed in relation to 

the methods adopted in this thesis. 

 

In Western Art and The Wider World (2012), Paul Wood dismisses the notion of a Western 

art-historical hegemony. He references Hegel’s attraction to Chinese and Egyptian art yet 

adopts the position that ‘Modernity has been a Western creation’ (2012:101). He views this 

as explanatory of the Western dominance in art-historical methodologies. Furthermore, 

Wood references the Surrealists’s anti-colonial exhibition to demonstrate how it was 

outstripped by the dominant colonial discourse. He comments: ‘the number of visitors it 

attracted (just four thousand) was similarly dwarfed by that of the eight million who flocked 

to the exposition colonial itself’ (199). Notwithstanding, perhaps Wood’s most important 

observation is more general: ‘an array of Marxists, feminists, psychoanalysts, semioticians 

and deconstructionist have all told stories of the modern movement according to their 

various lights (…) For most of that time, only one thing united them: geography’ (2012:101). 

In other words, until very recently, there has been a widespread academic consensus that 

                                                 
40 I have found two texts that clearly adopt a cosmopolitan art-historical approach. These are Marsha 
Meskimmon (2010) Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination (Routledge: Abingdon) but this does 
not deal with the Modernist era. The other, specifically relating to the Modernist era was dealt with in the 
literature review, namely, Kobena Mercer (2005) Cosmopolitan Modernisms (London: INIVA).  
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positions Modernism solely as a Western phenomenon. This can also be applied to the 

situation of the Surrealist movement. Indeed, the most common theoretical prisms through 

which to view Surrealism are Psychoanalysis, Marxism, Postmodernism and Feminism. 

Whilst all must be duly acknowledged, none of these theoretical perspectives encompasses 

the international political engagement of Surrealism or explains how the movement became 

such an international success. For example, why did the Surrealists continue their 

international political engagement after breaking with the French Communist Party? 

Ostensibly, cosmopolitan theory provides us with an answer to this question, which no 

other critical theory can adequately address. Indeed, Cosmopolitanism allows for 

international political engagement on a worldwide scale without the necessity for party-

political affiliations.  

 

In the recent work Circulations in the Global History of Art (2015), the intention is to avoid a 

peripheral reading of non-European creative spaces. The figure of Aby Warburg is hailed as 

one of the first global art historians and indeed fin-de-siècle cosmopolitan debates are 

helpfully referenced. Indeed, Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann comments that Warburg 

articulated ‘a view of kulturwissenschaft...which expressly spoke out against “border 

guards” that stop easy passage between disciplinary or national traditions’ (2015:4). 

Naturally, Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas created an non-traditional art history bereft of 

geographical delineations, instead relying on photographic reproductions of works from 

multiple cultures and epochs.  Like Warburg, the methodology of this thesis is 

interdisciplinary combining the analysis of photographic image and text. Indeed, the 

boundaries between disciplines parallel boundaries between nations and a cosmopolitan 

methodology challenge both of these propositions.  

 

Circulations also presents a challenge to postmodernism:  

 

To give an account of all the art and architecture found all over the world in all 
times and places might at first seem impossible. An attempt to do so runs 
against a strong tide of opinion, which informs some recent objections. The tide 
flows from a more general attack upon efforts at finding or creating coherence; 
such efforts may now be misprized. Post-modernist, post-structuralist 
tendencies of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries are still present 
in such critiques. (2015:24)  
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In other words, coherent attempts at a global art history have been significantly 

undermined by the apparent impossibility of the task at hand. However, this thesis focusses 

on one artistic current, which renders a specifically situated global art history entirely 

possible. As a counter towards postmodern a-historicism, a diachronic analysis between 

Symbolism and Surrealism is conducted which will enable a transnational historiography to 

emerge. Indeed, Espagne states in Circulations that: ‘the history of art is a transnational 

historiography simply because its object, the art collected and displayed, is equally so’ 

(2015: 109). Ultimately, recourse to the object invokes a normative system of cooperation 

between nation-states and their respective museal institutions. Therefore, an analysis of 

relevant Surrealist exhibitions will be conducted to emphasise the importance of these 

cultural transactions. 

 

Finally, Circulations is, to my knowledge, one of the few texts that use the adjective 

‘cosmopolitan’ in relation to Surrealism. Dossin and Prunel state that the Surrealists were 

introduced to a ‘cosmopolitan elite’ as early as 1925 and that ’the mundane and 

cosmopolitan success of Surrealist painting transformed Surrealism from an isolated, literary 

group into an international artistic movement’ (2015:185). This is the most expansive 

analysis of a ‘cosmopolitan’ inflected Surrealism and it is less than one paragraph. However, 

no attempt is made to link Surrealism to any cosmopolitan theory. Furthermore, 

Cosmopolitanism is principally attributed to Surrealist painting whereas the thesis argues 

that photography was the Surrealist cosmopolitan medium par excellence due to its 

potential to reproduce and circulate non-European iconography.  

 

Another methodological distinction which this thesis proposes is between Postcolonialism 

and Cosmopolitanism. Naturally, Cosmopolitanism has more ancient origins and is 

compounded by the fact that the Surrealists challenged Colonialism in their own epoch. As 

such, Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn (2014) is also a highly useful methodological 

catalyst. In this study, Kobena Mercer’s article is specifically dedicated to the photographic 

medium. She elaborates the concept of a ‘black modernity’ (2014:62) alongside a 

‘postcolonial hauntology’ (2014:73). She comments: ‘the afterlife of nineteenth century and 

twentieth-century photographs in the Afro-modern diaspora testifies to the entangled 
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formation of global modernity’ (64). This thesis argues, therefore, that the cultural memory 

of Surrealism should be viewed as cosmopolitan rather than postmodern. Indeed, Mercer 

equates the latter with ‘post-history’ (71) which can only end in aporetic readings of 

Surrealist Photography like those expressed by Rosalind Krauss. Furthermore, Mercer 

states: ‘photography was first a tool of colonial domination and then subsequently 

appropriated by the colonised’ (66). Indeed, one must consider the artist who took the 

photographs themselves and whether the intent was emancipation or subjugation. This is 

particularly relevant when considering Surrealism’s use of ethnographic photography. That 

said, whilst postcolonial critique is perhaps the most appropriate way to analyse 

mainstream photography after the process of decolonisation occurred, it cannot be 

reconciled with the anti-colonial ambit of the avant-garde given the emancipatory intent of 

their portrayal of ‘the other’ which defies tropes of a ‘hauntology.’  

 

In the same book, we find an important justification for recourse to the fin-de-siècle which is 

indeed part of my diachronic methodology that will link Symbolism to Surrealism in Chapter 

one. Tallin Grigor explores the ‘Orient or Rome’ debate regarding the origin of Western 

architecture. Italian archaeologist Giovanni Teresio traced this back to Rome whilst Josef 

Strzygowski looked towards the Orient. Grigor views Strygowski’s stance as ‘one of the first 

global turns’ (2014:127) which took place in 1901.  Hence, it is important to acknowledge 

the fin-de-siècle as a period in which Cosmopolitanism first became a methodological trope 

in an art-historical context.  Grigor views the debate as a ‘crisis in Western art 

historiography, the effect of which remains to be resolved’ (128). Despite his appraisal of 

non-western influences, Grigor notices that Strygowski still testifies to a perverse euro-

centric historiography whereby the other is merely subsumed into its discourse, which has 

merely been benevolently appropriated by the West. Indeed, Grigor concedes that 

Stryzgowski ‘helped articulate racism and set colonial attitudes in the west’ (130) but also 

strengthened the colonies ‘privileged membership’ (133). Furthermore, Stryzgowski’s 

subsequent adherence to National Socialism is another perversion of Cosmopolitanism, 

portraying the inchoate nature of the elite classes’ political orientations during the 1930s. 

Consequently, cosmopolitan intent does not always adhere to the Kantian version of 

Cosmopolitanism of humanity being an end in and of itself as the case of Strygowski clearly 

demonstrates.  Ultimately though, Grigor states ‘these now-historical debates form a 
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foundation on which to suggest that hybridity and exchange have always been the artistic 

norm’ (137).  Indeed, the Surrealists were inheritors of a normative cosmopolitan state of 

affairs that gradually became their raison d’être amidst the rise of Hitlerian nationalism.  

 

As such, this methodology is intrinsically interdisciplinary given that any thorough 

cosmopolitan methodology has not yet been elaborated in art history. Whilst I acknowledge 

the idea of ‘modernity’ is a Western creation, this does not justify the effacement of non-

Western cultures in previous publications on Surrealism.  Marxism, Feminism and 

Psychoanalysis are valid ways to explore Surrealism but do not provide an explanation of 

why Surrealism was successful internationally after its rupture with Communism. 

Postmodernism renders the goal of a global art history impossible, which this thesis 

contests. A postcolonial reading of Surrealist photography would not be wholly appropriate 

due to its anachronism. ‘The Orient’ is viewed as something that has long influenced 

Western art, and the avant-garde’s Cosmopolitanism is not viewed as something new and 

original but situated in a transnational historiography preceded by Symbolism.  

 

Although the word ‘cosmopolitan’ has been used fleetingly in relation to Surrealism, no 

theoretical attempt to read Surrealism in relation to an expanded cosmopolitan context of 

ideas and cultural exchanges has been advanced. Moreover, the word is scarcely used by 

the Surrealists themselves. This could possibly be due to the Surrealists’ concern to align 

with Communism in the early days of the movement. Cosmopolitanism is denounced as 

bourgeois in the Communist Manifesto, therefore using the term could have engendered 

conflict.  Consequently, the thesis proposes to develop an alternative methodological 

proposition. Cosmopolitanism will be presented through five key frameworks throughout 

the five chapters of this thesis. Hegelian Cosmopolitanism will be used in chapter one to 

develop a dialectical context in which ideas of historical progress and the interactions of 

cultures are focussed through the journey from Symbolism to Surrealism.  In chapter two, 

Kant’s Cosmopolitanism will be treated, particularly his concept of a ‘universal community’, 

in relation to key developments in Surrealist journal innovations and practices which 

attempted to overcome notions of division between Western and non-Western art. The 

idea of ‘primitive Cosmopolitanism’, will inform chapter three. So-called ‘primitive’ art will 

be shown to align with cosmopolitan and Surrealist thought through fluid concepts of 
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sexuality, the primacy of the dream and cross-fertilisations between Western and non-

Western art.  In chapter four, Seyla Benhabib’s concepts of the ‘generalised’ and ‘concrete’ 

other will be used to expand upon a more situated form of Cosmopolitanism, in contrast to 

the previous chapters, in order to highlight the importance of difference within Surrealist 

thought, especially with regard to race and gender. Finally, the fifth chapter will interrogate 

a form of ‘Cosmopolitan practice’ that enabled an aesthetic and cultural hybridity to emerge 

between Chinese and Western modern art.  

 

The specific trajectory of the thesis will now be outlined in Chapter abstracts.  

 

0.6 Chapter Abstracts 

 

Chapter 1: Cosmopolitan Connections between Symbolist and Surrealist Photography 

 

The first chapter concentrates on historical connections between Symbolist and Surrealist 

photography alongside the influence of a ‘cosmopolitan’ Hegel upon both movements.  By 

concurrently analysing Symbolism and Surrealism, it appears that the First World War did 

not nullify the burgeoning cosmopolitan movement of the fin-de-siècle. Indeed, the inter-

war years saw several transnational encounters at nodal centres such as Paris and New York 

which infiltrated the Surrealist psyche. First of all, the journey of Claude Cahun from 

Symbolism to Surrealism is told via recourse to her usage of non-European iconography, 

dialoguing with both Buddhist and African imagery and artefacts. Letters from Claude 

Cahun’s Archive in Jersey are used to bolster assertions of Cahun as a cosmopolitan 

photographer, in particular her enthusiasm for publishing anti-colonial manuscripts.  Next, a 

discussion of photography within Symbolist and Surrealist journals occurs through a 

comparison between Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Work and Albert Skira’s Minotaure, both of 

which extensively drew on non-Western iconography. Letters from Alfred Stieglitz 

addressed to Francis Picabia regarding Camera Work from the archives of the Bibliothèque 

Littéraire Jacques Doucet offer an insight into the cosmopolitan convictions and publication 

strategy of the former photographer. Finally, photo-literature from both movements is 

explored through a close analysis of Bruges-La-Morte by Georges Rodenbach and Nadja, by 

André Breton, in terms of the cosmopolitan cityscape as a cultural crossroads.  
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Chapter 2: Photography and Cosmopolitanism in Surrealist Journals: Documents and 

Minotaure 

 

This chapter concentrates on the rapport between text and image in two Surrealist journals 

which have previously evaded close comparison: Minotaure and Documents. Documents 

was edited by George Bataille whilst Minotaure was edited by Albert Skira, André Breton 

and Pierre Mabille. Both journals are explored through Kant’s conception of a ‘universal 

community.’ Correspondence received by chief editor Albert Skira from the archives of the 

Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle affords valuable insight into the rapport between Surrealism 

and Ethnography.  Indeed, in a special edition of Minotaure published in relation to the 

Mission Dakar- Djibouti, Surrealist ethnographer Michel Leiris played a key role. This will be 

compared to Georges Bataille’s dissident Surrealist magazine Documents which, like 

Minotaure, dedicates itself primarily to the exploration of non-Western art in relation to 

Surrealist and Modernist works. The tone of Documents is much more visceral than 

Minotaure. This is perhaps because of the schism between Bataille’s and Breton’s respective 

base materialism and dialectic idealism. However, this does not nullify a mutual 

cosmopolitan intent. Indeed, several ethnographers wrote for both magazines. Photography 

is viewed as a cosmopolitan facilitator through its mechanical reproduction, a vector for the 

proliferation of African, Asian and Oceanic artefacts in Europe and beyond.  

 

Chapter 3: Primitive Cosmopolitanism: Photography of African and Oceanic Art in Surrealist 

Exhibitions.  

 

This Chapter juxtaposes two key Surrealist exhibitions ten years apart and their respective 

incorporation of so-called ‘primitive’ artworks,  namely, Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des 

Iles, held at the Galerie Surréaliste, Paris in 1926 and The International Surrealist Exhibition 

held at the New Burlington Galleries, London in 1936. Indeed, Surrealist affinities with 

African and Oceanic art have been present since the very inception of the movement. 

Despite Man Ray’s show being such a landmark event, no extant literature can be found 

that examines the content of the exhibition or accompanying catalogue in detail. According 
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to the rare catalogue in question, Man Ray juxtaposes sixty Oceanic works with twenty-four 

of his own. This ratio alone is surprising in that non-European art subsumes Western 

modernism and not vice-versa. The works shown by Man Ray in 1926 are principally 

paintings; however, he photographs four Oceanic works alongside three of his own works 

for the catalogue, all of which will be analysed in terms of their rapport with one another. 

The International Surrealist Exhibition took place in 1936 in London. Within the exhibition, 

photography played a key role as an intercultural mediator. The display of Surrealist 

paintings alongside British Museum photographs of African and Oceanic artefacts 

commissioned by Paul Nash has yet to be analysed. The British Museum has retained 

photographs of all the objects the Surrealists reproduced for their exhibition whilst the 

archives of the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, contains documents 

relating to the 1936 exhibition’s organisation committee. This includes information 

pertaining to the Surrealists’ selection of non-Western objects to be photographed. Through 

extant photography, the juxtaposition of Surrealist art and museum photography is 

discussed. Granted the non-European influence and what was identified as the spiritual 

aspect of many indigenous artworks displayed by the Surrealists, a sense of ‘metaphysical 

Cosmopolitanism’ is postulated as another way in which the Surrealists’ practices of display 

transcended nation-state hegemonies. 

 

 

 

Chapter 4: Feminist Cosmopolitans and Surrealist photography in Latin America and the 

Caribbean 

 

The transnational expanse of Surrealism in the Caribbean and Latin America is one of the 

few non-European geographies to have been coherently mapped by specialists such as Ades 

(2012) and Richardson (1996). Despite this, there is no concentration on the emergence of a 

double alterity: that of being a non-Western woman in the midst of the male-dominated, 

Parisian-centric avant-garde. Indeed, the representation of black women in photography 

was questioned in 1928 by Martiniquais Jane Nardal who was studying at the Sorbonne. She 

wrote an essay called ‘Pantins exotiques’ [Exotic puppets] regarding the Parisian tendency 

to exoticise black women. Photographs of Man Ray’s Guadeloupian muse Adrienne Fidelin 
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will be analysed in relation to this stance. The Bibliothèque Kandinsky Archive holds over 

600 photographs of Fidelin which have attracted no susbtantive academic criticism. Archival 

correspondence between Fidelin and Man Ray will also be analysed. Indeed, photographic 

treatment of non-European women is perhaps where the cosmopolitan intent of Surrealism 

is at its most shaky. Despite this, Mexican Lola Alvarez Bravo used photography to reverse  

gender roles in a virile society, examples of which are to be found in the archive of the 

Centre for Creative Photography, the University of Arizona alongside illuminating 

correspondence between herself and her husband. Despite this, she is memorialised as 

secondary to her husband, the illustrious Manuel Alvarez Bravo who published in Surrealist 

journal Minotaure (1933-1939). Her previously un-researched photography in journals El 

Maestro Rural (an official journal of the Mexican Education secretariat) and Mexican 

Folkways (an anthropological journal of indigenous Mexican culture) is considered. The 

status of both women is read against Seyla Benhabib’s theorisation of feminist 

Cosmopolitanism: the ‘generalised’ and ‘concrete’ other, pertaining to Fidelin as muse and 

Bravo as practitioner respectively.  

 

Chapter 5:  Shanghainese Photographer Lang Jingshan and Surrealism in China 

 

This Chapter will turn to a virtually unexplored Surrealist territory: China. The Storm Society 

in their 1932 manifesto explicitly names Surrealism as an inspiration for their modernist 

endeavours. Unlike their Japanese counterparts, no exhibitions with European-based 

Surrealists was made. Nevertheless, modernist journal Yi Feng (Art Winds) dedicates an 

entire issue to Surrealism, introducing it and adapting it to a Chinese audience. Here, the 

manifesto is translated by an artist of the Chinese Independent Art Association called Zhao 

Shou who encountered Surrealism whilst studying in Japan. Furthermore, certain Storm 

Society members, such as Pang Xunqin, trained in Paris, came into direct contact with avant-

garde techniques, Surrealist practitioners and their muses. Against this backdrop of 

Surrealist engagement, Chinese Photographer Lang Jingshan will be read as deploying 

Surrealist and Dadaist techniques of photomontage to reimagine traditional Chinese Ink 

Painting with the modernism of European photography, establishing a form of cosmopolitan 

practice.  He exhibited his work in several prominent locations across the world. He was the 

first Chinese to photograph a nude model in 1928 and his oeuvre merits iconographical 
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juxtaposition with Man Ray whom he finally met in 1960. Lang Jingshan’s archives show he 

held photographs of Man Ray, Man Ray’s business card and a dedication from him. Lang 

Jingshan wrote several theoretical texts on photography which suggest illuminating 

affinities with the Surrealist Manifesto. He also published in the prolific Shanghai journal 

Liangyou (The Young Companion) alongside the Storm Society and Chinese Independent Art 

Association. This analysis is augmented by translations of Chinese-language texts which 

have briefly postulated linkages between Lang Jingshan and the Surrealist movement as well 

as periodicals from the Dacheng Old Journals Database which displayed Surrealist works in a 

Chinese context. Finally, Surrealist-inspired photomontage from Modernist journals will be 

analysed alongside the works of Lang Jingshan.  
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 1.1 Introduction 

 

From 1870-191441, the fin-de-siècle period throughout Europe cultivated the 

‘interdisciplinary principle of la fraternité des arts’ (Genova: 2002: 158). Literature, poetry, 

visual art and music superseded former hierarchical structures principally favouring the 

painterly. Within this fin-de-siècle context, Facos suggests: ‘Symbolism was an important 

precursor to Surrealism, particularly in its focus on interiority’ (2015:71). This is an 

important linkage given the psychoanalytic dimension of both movements. Whilst this 

linkage between Symbolism and Surrealism is well-rehearsed, Facos also highlights the 

‘radical expansion and de facto redefinition of the concept of fine art to include forms and 

media that were never before considered in those terms – from ceramics to non-western 

artefacts’ (2015:143). The commingling of non-Western art is an innovation taken up by the 

Surrealists that merits further exploration. Further to this, foreshadowing their Surrealist 

counterparts, the Symbolists produced extensive manifestoes, which justified their aims to 

create a new art, placing primacy on the expression of words and emotions, by indirect 

suggestion (Genova: 2002: 3). Moreover, photography would increasingly play a role in the 

Symbolist movement, George Rodenbach producing the first-ever work of photo-literature 

Bruges-La-Morte. Alfred Steiglitz’s Camera Work would adopt the Symbolist strategy of re-

defining the concept of fine art by positioning photography as an evocative medium, 

contrary to a mere document of ‘reality’.  Such publications laid the foundations for 

subsequent Surrealist activity in these domains.  

 

Consequently, by analysing photographic currents which link both Symbolist and Surrealist 

practices, this chapter aims to demonstrate that the First World War did not negate the 

burgeoning cosmopolitan movement of the fin-de-siècle. On the contrary, the inter-war 

years saw several transnational encounters although pressure from right-wing nationalist 

periodicals was immense, L’Action Française and The Imperialist being prime examples. 

Moreover, certain right-wing nationalists promoted their stance by borrowing from 

cosmopolitan language such as Maurice Barrès who wrote the tract ‘La Querelle des 

Nationalistes et des Cosmopolites’ [The Quarrel of the Nationalists and Cosmopolitans] in 

                                                 
41 My temporal delineation of the fin-de-siècle is Saler’s (2015:2) ‘loose periodization from 1870-1914’, 
stopping short of the First World War.  



 

 74 

1892, ludically questionning the influx of romantic poetry from abroad.  André Breton 

himself picked up on this trend in literature, fervently aware of the tendency for the right-

wing to hijack cosmopolitan terminology. As such, he staged a mock trial against Barrès with 

the Dadaists in 1921. Up to a point though, Cosmopolitanism was indeed a counter-

discourse to this prevalent tendency of right-wing nationalism, which reached its 

inconceivable apotheosis at the outbreak of the Second World War.  

 

Symbolist journals, whilst espousing cosmopolitan views, were also complicit in publishing 

the writings of certain right-wing and anti-Semitic authors, the Mercure de France, is a case 

in point which began publication in 1890. Williams (2004) explicitly identifies the 

‘cosmopolitan intent’ of the journal although after the death of cosmopolitan art critic G 

Albert Aurier in 1892, it undoubtedly did begin to incorporate certain authors writing from a 

Catholic, nationalistic and frankly anti-Semitic perspective such as Leon Bloy and Camille 

Mauclair. Notwithstanding, unambiguous statements of Cosmopolitanism are also present 

throughout. Notably, a contribution from Princesse Nadedja (Mercure: 1890:347) of Russia 

denounces Prince Igor Egorvitch for his nationalistic outlook. She comments : ‘Je suis une 

cosmopolite, c’est à dire une impartiale’ [I am a cosmopolitan, that is to say, someone 

neutral] and refuses his advances upon her. Arguably, this entanglement between 

Cosmopolitanism and nationalism mirrors the Surrealists denunciation of colonialism whilst 

being complicit in its machinations through their collecting practices.  

Despite these contradicitions, Breton makes several allusions to his Symbolist predecessors 

throughout the Surrealist manifesto (1924), highlighting the importance of figures such as 

Saint-Pol-Roux, Alfred Jarry and Stéphane Mallarmé. These allusions are made when tracing 

the genesis of the Surrealist concept of the ‘marvellous.’ As such, it appears that a pivotal 

commonality between Symbolism and Surrealism is the idea of an oneric force that 

undermines reality. Indeed, the original Symbolist Manifesto, written by Jean Moréas, 

argues for a hybridity of style, evoking ancient mythological figures and the ‘primitive’ at the 

manifesto’s closure. The manifesto was published in Le Figaro, the most circulated daily 

newspaper at the time. Shakespeare’s indigenous figure of Caliban is a particularly notable 

reference point. Moréas (1886:1) explains: ‘So many mythical fantasies are evoked, from 

the ancient Demorgogon to Belial, from the Kabires to the Nigromans, sumptuously grouped 
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on the rock of Caliban or by Titania’s forest’.42 Similarly, the Manifeste du Surrealisme 

(1924) endows the power of the imagination with a liberating potential. Breton comments: 

‘It is not the fear of madness which will oblige us to leave the flag of imagination furled’ 

(Trans. Seaver and Lane: 1979:6). The symbolism of a ‘flag’ grants imagination sovereignty in 

the same way as a country. Unfortunately, it is ‘Under the pretence of civilization’ (Trans. 

Seaver and Lane: 1979:10) that the imagination is reigned in and confined. Moreover, both 

manifestoes emphasise the importance of individual agency, which is another vital tenet of 

cosmopolitan thought. Moréas (1886:1) favours ‘volontés individuelles’ [the willpower of 

individuals] whilst Breton states ‘Man proposes and disposes. He and he alone can 

determine whether he is completely master of himself.’ (Trans.Seaver and Lane: 1979:18). 

By fully belonging to himself, the individual and their human rights are a priori sovereign, 

instead of the territory that they happen to reside in.  

Unlike Surrealism, Symbolism produced several manifestoes from diverse authors. Another 

two important Symbolist manifestoes to note are Gustave Kahn’s Réponse des Symbolistes 

(1886) and G. Albert Aurier’s Le Symbolisme en Peinture, Paul Gauguin (1891)43. Kahn, as 

Moréas, focusses on literature. Notwithstanding, Kahn also pronounces the importance of 

the ‘idea’, going beyond Moréas’ stylistic concerns.  Surrealism, of course, would innovate in 

both domains. Conversely, Aurier focusses on the visual arts via commentary upon Paul 

Gauguin whose penchant for non-western iconography can be readily associated with the 

Surrealists44.The article was published in the aforementioned Mercure de France.  Simpson 

(1999:220) comments that Aurier highlights Gauguin’s ‘cult of the exotic personality’ which 

certainly parallels the image Breton cultivated for himself. Importantly, Simpson (1999:228-

229) highlights Aurier’s extensive conception of ‘primitivism’ which involved a ‘widespread 

reassessement at this period in decorative styles of art, including Japanese art, the art of 

                                                 
42 ‘Tantôt de mythiques phantasmes évoqués, depuis l’antique Démogorgôn jusques à Bélial, depuis les 
Kabires jusques aux Nigromans, apparaissent fastueusement atournés sur le roc de Caliban ou par la forêt de 
Titania.’ 
43 For detailed analysis of this manifesto see Chapter five of Juliet Simpson (1999) Aurier, Symbolism and the 
Visual Arts Bern: Peter Lang.  
44 André Breton himself makes reference to Paul Gauguin in Martinique Charmeuse de Serpents (1948) 
commenting ‘It is striking to think that Gauguin, amongst others, spent time in Martinique and thought about 
living there’ [Il est frappant de penser que Gauguin, entre autres, est passé par la Martinique et a songé à s’y 
fixer] in Breton (1988) Oeuvres Completes Tome III Paris: Gallimard p.372.  
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Greece, Egypt.’ Ostensibly then, the Symbolists catalysed the Surrealist’s fascination for 

non-Western cultures.  

 

Furthermore, several artistic practitioners straddle the Symbolist/Surrealist period. This is 

particularly evident in the photographic realm. Hence, three aspects of photographic output 

relating Symbolism to Surrealism with be explored, in particular, the works of Claude Cahun, 

Alfred Stieglitz and Georges Rodenbach. The chapter begins by looking at an unexplored 

facet of Claude Cahun’s work: non-European iconography. Her artistic trajectory from 

Symbolist tropes of Orientalism to Surrealist solidarity with black internationalism will be 

explored.  This section explores how Cahun fashioned for herself a cosmopolitan identity 

beyond previously explored paradigms of Jewishness and homosexuality. Next, Alfred 

Stieglitz’s Symbolist journal Camera Work is examined as a cosmopolitan resource for 

international dissemination of the photographic medium, reifying a plethora of different 

cultures through comparison with the Surrealists’ own cosmopolitan journal Minotaure. 

Finally, comparison is made between, arguably, the first work of photo-literature Bruges-La 

-Morte (1892) and André Breton’s Nadja (1928), probing whether the transcendence of 

religion can be reconciled with cosmopolitan thought, and whether Breton’s text inherited 

the cosmopolitan potential of photography from Rodenbach’s ground-breaking work.  

Throughout the chapter, reference is made to the underlying presence of a ‘cosmopolitan’ 

Hegel, who was avidly read by both the Symbolists and Surrealists45. 

 

1.2 Claude Cahun: An Photographer’s Trajectory from Symbolism to Surrealism   

 

Claude Cahun, born Lucy Schwob, was brought up in a prominent Jewish family of cultural 

practitioners in 1894. She was a lesbian in sexual orientation, forging a relationship with life-

long partner Suzanne Malherbe who went by the artistic pseudonym Marcel Moore. Claude 

Cahun’s father, Marcel Schwob, was a Symbolist author. Indeed, it is likely that Schwob’s 

celebrated work Vies Imaginaires (1896) influenced Cahun significantly. It is the first 

                                                 

45 Rudosky (2015:39) notes: ‘The Symbolist generation had been introduced to Hegel through the Philosophy 
of the Spirit, Philosophy of Nature, and the Aesthetics through the translations of Augusto Véra.’  
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iteration of a ‘fictional biography’ and charts prominent historical personae in a non-

chronological manner, subordinating time to space. Many exotic images are conveyed and 

like his daughter, Schwob grants sovereignty to the individual, commenting in the preface; 

‘Art is opposed to general ideas, it only describes the individual and desires only the 

unique’46 (Schwob: 1921:2). Alongside her fervent individuality, Cahun’s fluid sexual 

orientation is a prime catalyst for her artistic endeavour. 

 

Recently, a significant resurgence in research surrounding Claude Cahun has resulted in 

Shaw’s Exist Otherwise: The Life and Works of Claude Cahun (2017). Shaw makes copious 

use of archival material in relation to the Second World War after she moved to Jersey in 

1937, yet certain elements of Cahun’s Jersey archive base are still bereft of academic 

analysis. An exhibition at the National Portrait Gallery (London) of Cahun in tandem with 

Gillian Wearing also took place in 2017 with an accompanying catalogue publication. Even 

allowing for the seminal French biography by Francois Leperlier, L’Ecart et la Métamorphose 

(1992), and the emergence of thorough overview of Cahun’s life and work, there remain 

specific elements of her practice that still necessitate examination. In particular relation to 

Cosmopolitanism, reference should be made to the non-European iconography that 

influenced Cahun.  The trajectory from her Symbolist era and Oriental tropes, to her use of 

African, Asian and Oceanic imagery consistent with her Surrealist leanings in the late 1920s 

and 30s Parisian milieu merits close analysis. Both Symbolist and Surrealist methods 

exploited by Cahun attest to a cosmopolitan, border-crossing status of the photographic 

artefact.  

 

As early as 1913, the impact of non-European iconography on Cahun is demonstrable. In this 

year, she produces Self-portrait in a Turban followed by Self Portrait in an Orientalist Setting 

in 1916 where she gracefully sojourns in a Bedouin tent. Ostensibly, this genre of 

photography references the work of her great uncle, Léon Cahun (1841-1900) who was an 

orientalist travel writer. Notwithstanding, the Symbolist movement itself had a pre-eminent 

relationship with non-European iconography both in poetic allusions and collections of 

Asian art.  As such, it is important to take into account the precise meaning Orientalism 

                                                 
46 ‘L’art est opposé a des idées générales, ne décrit que l’individu, ne désire que l’unique’ 
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acquired in the fin-de-siècle after Edward Saïd (1978:11) defined it as a ‘Western style for 

dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient.’  This is clearly not the 

idiom Cahun operates in. Indeed, Mukherjee (2000:10) states that Orientalism, for the 

Symbolists, entails ‘the transformation of partial, classical Mediterranean humanism into 

the integral, global humanism that Modernity takes for granted.’ Orientalist influences could 

be said to have changed the frame of reference for artists of modernity, resulting in 

increasingly cosmopolitan, and hybrid creations. Mukherjee also states that ‘a major 

consequence of the Symbolist quest for unity, demonstrated by my study, is the 

unprecedented importance assumed by one particular symbol - the Orient.’ The circular 

snapshot format chosen by Cahun in her turban photograph seems to imply the work is 

intended for a locket or as a keepsake, the emphasis upon the face traditionally enhancing 

nostalgic or sentimental value. Yet, in what is supposed to be a memento of an individual’s 

unique identity, Cahun adorns herself with the vestments of another culture, complicating 

the sense of self that a photograph purportedly confers to the seer, imbued with a 

newfound malleability. 

In her 1916 photograph, the Orient has not only permeated Cahun’s sumptuary domain of 

existence but also the domestic. Cahun appears to be smoking, relaxing on cushions strewn 

across the floor beside a typical middle-eastern tobacco jar. Indeed, it was common for 

several prominent Symbolist writers and artists to collect ‘oriental’ items. Edmond de 

Goncourt is a prime example.  Goncourt epitomised cosmopolitan collecting, displaying 

objects from China and Japan throughout his home. Simpson (2011:11) notes of a ‘cabinet 

d’Extrême-Orient, intimating displaced spectacles of desire as objects that ‘perform’ like 

actors in their own suggestively perverse tableaux.’ Photographs of this cosmopolitan 

interior were taken by Fernand Lochard in 1883. Juliet Simpson (2011:4) views these 

photographs as ‘paralleling the period’s ‘theatricalization’ of life’, contrary to Cahun’s more 

relaxed demeanour.  

Indeed, de Goncourt states in his preface to La Maison d’un Artiste (1881: preface) that the 

late 19th Century home is where ‘Man’s existence is spent’ 47, a defining symbol of individual 

identity.  In her photograph, it appears that Cahun subverts this seemingly male practice of 

                                                 
47 ‘s’est écoulée une existence de l’homme’ 
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collecting and cultural capital, the female body inhabiting a non-Western backdrop to 

partake in an orientalist performance. Consequently, the cosmopolitan nature of the private 

space is worthy of similar critical attention to that of the public space or as Simpson 

(2011:2) succinctly terms it, the ‘staged life.’ Indeed, Simpson also draws attention to the 

museal, hence public-facing, an aspect of de Goncourt’s domestic display. Cahun is indeed 

staging the Orient but also rendering homage, viewing it as a mode of existence; she is 

actively engaged in her surroundings and appears comfortable and relaxed. This is in stark 

contrast to Goncourt’s creation of a museal abode, a homage to Bourdieusian cultural 

capital visited by many of his contemporaries. Indeed, the very premise of cultural capital is 

perhaps a negative substrate of Cosmopolitanism that Cahun avoids, or at least plays with, 

in her oeuvre. She inhabits the Orient rather than merely exhibiting it.  

 

Figure 1.1 Claude Cahun Self-Portrait in a Turban, 1913, photograph, 18 x 13.7cm in 

Howgate and Ades (2017) Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the Mask, Another 

Mask (London: National Portrait Gallery) p.29 

Figure 1.2 Claude Cahun Self-Portrait in an Orientalist Setting, 1916, photograph, 12 x 9 cm 

in Howgate and Ades (2017) Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the Mask, Another 

Mask (London: National Portrait Gallery) p.30 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Indeed, Cahun had more than a superficial understanding of the ‘Orient’. In particular, 

Cahun subverts the tale of Salomé in her essay Héroïnes of 1925. Traditionally, Salomé is 

conceived of as an oriental temptress and a dangerous ‘femme-fatale’. According to the 

New Testament, Salomé danced for Herod, seducing him so compellingly that Herod was 

willing to grant her whatever she pleased. Asking her mother what she should wish for, her 

mother replies the head of John the Baptist, the Christian prophet. In ‘Salomé the Skeptic’, 

Cahun constructs a mise-en-abyme surrounding the Orientalism associated with this biblical 

figure. In the short story, Salomé comments ‘Art, life: it’s the same either way. It is what will 

be furthest from the dream—even from the nightmare. I really hope there are fools on 

whom it makes a big impression. Me, it leaves me cold.’  (Translation Rice: 1999:79). 

Western depictions of Salomé are indeed mere artistry, the Bible not describing this figure 

in-depth. Cahun also wrote about Salomé in 1918 for the Mercure de France, co-founded by 

her Symbolist uncle Marcel Schwob. The journal Mercure de France was first published in 

1890 in collaboration with several Symbolist authors including Jean Moréas and Alfred Jarry. 

It was founded ‘on the premise of an open and eclectic editorial policy.’ Mercure was also 

considered ‘a privileged site of collaboration between the arts.’  (Williams: 2004:46). Cahun 

certainly contributes to these aims in her article entitled ‘La “Salomé d’Oscar Wilde, le 

procès Billing et les 47000 pervertis du livre noir.’  [Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, the Billing trial 

and the 47,000 perverts of the Black Book]. Cahun translated the proceedings of a 

sensationalist trial from English to French. A right-wing British journal called The Imperialist 

published a small mock-advert entitled ‘The Cult of the Clitoris’ stating that dancer Maud 

Allan was giving private performances of Salomé as interpreted by Oscar Wilde. The journal 

implied that Allan was encouraging Lesbianism given Oscar Wilde’s own sexual orientation. 

Allan sued the journal and a 5-day trial took place yet the jury cleared the journal editor of 

wrongdoing. Given the sway of the right-wing press, Cahun (1918:74) decries an appeal to 

the ongoing war from the defence to justify the propagation of conservative values: ‘the 

theory of these puritans, by invoking a state of war, under the pretence of moral reforms, 

wish to deny all rights to the artistic expression of thought’ 48. For Cahun then, the idea of 

                                                 
48 All archival references relating to Claude Cahun in this thesis are from the Jersey Heritage Trust Archives 
henceforth abbreviated to JHT. Translation: ‘la thèse de ces puritains qui, invoquant l’état de guerre, veulent, 
sous couleur d’une réforme des mœurs, ôter toute liberté à l’expression artistique de la pensée’. 
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the Orient becomes a synecdoche for freedom from the constraints of Judaeo-Christian 

morality, including her own sexuality.  

Her companion Henri Michaux, with whom she corresponded extensively, also shared 

Cahun’s penchant for the Orient. Indeed, Doy (2007: xv) describes Michaux as one of 

Cahun’s ‘closest friends.’ Michaux was a Belgian poet and painter who had travelled to 

China, India, Japan and Ecuador. In 1931, he published a book entitled A Barbarian in Asia, 

the title alone subverting typical colonialist prejudice. Michaux is well known for his Chinese 

ink drawings, creating abstract, calligraphy-inspired patterning.  Cahun met Michaux in 1925 

via their Surrealist companion Jacques Viot, just at the beginning of what could be termed 

her ‘Surrealist period’. The copious portraits taken by Cahun of Michaux testify to the 

strength of their friendship. Cahun’s portraits of Michaux seem to play on the multiplicity of 

identities assumed by cosmopolitan thinkers. In a 1925 photo, Michaux is depicted with two 

heads in a double exposure, perhaps in an allusion to Janus or, less pessimistically, the 

multiplicity of the psyche. Indeed, Michaux is transformed into an ethereal figure, almost 

suspended in mid-air, torn between the West and the Orient. In another photograph of the 

same year, Michaux is seated next to a bust of Cahun, which was made by the Jewish-Israeli 

sculptor Chana Orloff. A suspended mirror gestures towards multiple identities to negotiate 

the multifarious influences upon Cahun’s art. 

 

In a Letter to Michaux (JHT: 1995/00045/16)49 from the Jersey Heritage Trust archives, 

Cahun’s enthusiasm apropos Surrealism is certainly explicit. Cahun comments: ‘They 

showed me your book at Bifur but they didn’t give it to me’ 50. Bifur was an ephemeral, 

loosely Surrealist magazine, its chief editor Georges Ribemont –Dessaignes. Bifur published 

fragments of Michaux’s Ecuador travelogue in 1929.  Ecuador is undoubtedly the book 

Cahun refers to in her letter. It seems she was unable to obtain a copy from the magazine’s 

editorial team. Cahun later states that after reading it, it will make her own book better, 

perhaps referring to her subsequent 1930 publication, Aveux non Avenus. The magazine 

Bifur had a global remit, boasting an international committee of advisors.  In 1930, Cahun 

                                                 
49 Although this letter has no date, it is either written in the year 1929 or 1930 given that the magazine Bifur 
referred to by Cahun was only published during this time period.  
50 ‘On m’a montré votre livre à Bifur mais on ne le m’as pas donné.’ 
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publishes a ground-breaking piece of photography in the magazine entitled Frontière 

Humaine.  Regarding Cahun’s photograph, Conley (2004) speaks of ‘the head’s anamorphic 

distortion and its ghostly aura.’  Beyond its clear aesthetic originality, Cahun here is invoking 

a cosmopolitan condition, which breaks the boundaries associated with identity politics, 

whether male/female, and homosexual/heterosexual.  In stark contrast to Cahun’s 

cosmopolitan strategy, in the same edition of Bifur as the portrait was published, an article 

by Nino Frank (one of the magazine's sub-editors) is written from a highly prejudiced 

perspective. Gen Doy (2007:151) notes: ‘An unpleasant piece by Nino Frank entitled ‘S. Nob’ 

(pp. 182– 193) sneers at the way in which ‘pederasty’ and Jews are ‘à la mode’. It is hard to 

see how Cahun could have felt comfortable with this…’ Reading between the lines of her 

letter to Michaux, it seems Cahun may have asked him to help her get the photograph 

published in the magazine given a potentially frosty reception. Cahun writes: 

 
I must soon return to Bifur, for an affair that doesn’t really have anything to do 
with me but that I have decided to undertake and succeed in. All the same I fear 
I will be horribly clumsy. You can help me out. Yes, surely, I will succeed with 
your help. (JHT: 1995/00045/16) 51 

 

Michaux published in this same issue of Bifur and is included in the glossary dubbed, ‘One of 

today’s most astute spirits’ (1930:195) 52. Conversely, Cahun receives no praise for her 

photograph, only an abbreviation of her pseudonym, ‘CC’ beside it. Given the imploring 

tone of this letter, it is perhaps thanks to the aid of Michaux that Frontière Humaine was 

accepted in the first place. Indeed, it is the only self-portrait by Cahun ever published during 

her lifetime. This is a testament to the marginalisation her work received, ostensibly due to 

both her religious and sexual convictions. She did not collaborate any further with the 

magazine, perhaps wary of Bifur’s second in command Nino Frank.  

 

Notwithstanding, Frontière Humaine is a landmark work in Cahun’s oeuvre, not only 

because of the fact it was published but also due to its cosmopolitan sense of the universal. 

This contrasts strongly with Cahun’s repertoire of images where she intends to assume a 

                                                 
51 ‘Je dois retourner à Bifur pour une affaire que ne me regarde point mais que j’ai décidé d’entreprendre et de 
réussir. J’ai quand même peur d’être horriblement maladroit. Vous pouvez m’aider. Oui surement je réussirai 
avec vous.’ 
52 ‘Un des esprits des plus aigus d’aujourd’hui’ 
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particular identity, be it oriental, androgynous or Buddhist. Indeed, in Kristine Von Oehsen’s 

thesis undertaken at the University of East Anglia, she notes:  

 
The title ‘Frontière humaine' de-emphasises the identity of the individual 
represented in the image. Instead it introduces a general validity. The image is 
not about a person, but its subject is the description of an object - limit between 
states of being or aspects of human existence that are applicable to the human 
race without exception. This limit is a common denominator. (2003: 84)  

 

As such, in this particular instance, Cahun attempts to expound a cosmopolitan and 

universalist political stance that transcends any form of identity politics, contrary to much of 

her other work. Whilst such an approach undermines the idiosyncrasies of individual 

identity, it may also have served to undermine prevalent racial stereotypes of Jewish and 

homosexual peoples at the time, including that of Bifur’s sub-editor.  

 

 

Figure 1.3 Claude Cahun Henri Michaux, 1925, Gelatin Silver Print, 11.8 x 8.9cm, Art Institute 

of Chicago  

Figure 1.4 Claude Cahun Frontière Humaine, 1930, photograph, 13.9 x 9 cm in Bifur p.101  
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In her Letter to Michaux, Cahun also mentions the Surrealist tract ‘N’encombrez pas Les 

Colonies’ [Don’t Impede the Colonies] stating ‘you have without a doubt read some extracts 

in Surrealism in the Service of Revolution’ (JHT: 1995/00045/16) 53. Her friend Jacques Viot 

wrote the tract in 1930. Indeed, the political aspect of Surrealism attracted Cahun. As Doy 

(2007:184) notes: ‘Cahun later wrote about her conception of revolutionary politics, and 

how her main theoretical source for dialectics (essential in her view) was Hegel.’ Moreover, 

the mention of Viot’s particular tract clearly aligns Cahun’s political thought with Surrealist 

anti-colonialism. Like Michaux, Cahun also entered into correspondence with Viot, some of 

which is stored in the Jersey Heritage Archives. In an undated letter54 entitled Letter to 

Jacques Viot regarding the Surrealist Movement, Cahun laments ‘I am not yet certain of 

what I think deep inside of me, with regard to life and everything else, but I am still 

searching, I am interested in other people’ (JHT:1995/00045/17) 55. In this self-effacing 

prose, Cahun appears embroiled in a cosmopolitan crisis of identity, interested more in the 

pursuits of others than herself. It is abundantly clear that Cahun looks up to Viot, and it 

seems she encouraged him to publish the manuscript ‘Don’t Impede the Colonies’ in 

solidarity with his anti-colonialist message.  Cahun writes: ‘Your manuscript is with Crès, he 

has promised to look at it immediately, but you shouldn’t hold out much hope. Too 

subversive, if I understood correctly’ (JHT: 1995/00045/17) 56. Ultimately, it seems that the 

only journal willing to take Viot’s article was Le Surréalisme au Service de la Révolution that 

had just been founded that very year. As such, Cahun’s anti-colonial engagement only 

seemed to gain weight in solid Surrealist circles. 

 

In his anti-colonial tract, Viot writes about his memories of New Guinea. He rails against 

colonialist excuses for criminal acts and missionary activities: ‘Since we stopped treating 

them like imbeciles, the prevailing strategy has always been to convince the savages that 

they are unhappy. Come on! Own up! They don’t admit it. Courting mystery leaves them 

                                                 
53 ‘Vous avez sans doute lu des extraits dans le surréalisme au service de la révolution.’ 
54 Once again, although this letter has no date, it is either written in the year 1929 or 1930 given that the 
magazine Bifur referred to by Cahun was only published during this time period. 
55 ‘Je n’arrive même pas à savoir ce que je pense au fond de moi, de la vie du tout, mais je cherche encore, je 
m’intéresse aux autres’ 
56 ‘Votre manuscrit est chez Crès. Il a promis de s’en occuper immédiatement. Il ne paraît pas avoir grand 
espoir de ce côté. « Trop subversif? » Si j’ai bien compris’ 
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perfectly satisfied’ (LSSR: 1930:43) 57. Adopting a cosmopolitan rhetoric, Viot believes in the 

Surrealist reconciliation of opposing forces, in this case, the borders between nation and 

man: ‘When we have erased the materialisation of space; energy and its spiritualisation: 

time, there will be no more movement that measures time’ 58 (LSSR: 1930:43). Indeed, 

Cahun readily signed several other Surrealist tracts that were written with cosmopolitan 

intent. These include a 1933 tract entitled: ‘Contre le Fascisme mais aussi contre 

L’impérialisme français’ [Against fascism but also against French imperialism] in the journal 

Feuille Rouge. Not only does this show her commitment to anti-colonial political 

engagement but a willingness to join communist groups she did not agree with ideologically, 

in order to pursue the goal of emancipating non-European communities.  

 

In 1927, the orientalist presence of Michaux can be felt in Cahun’s photographs dressed as 

Buddha. Howgate and Ades (2017:79) note that ‘Cahun does not adopt the traditional asana 

of eyes closed or even “internalise” her gaze. Instead, she looks directly at the camera in a 

performative role as Buddha.’ Eschewing traditional stances of meditation, perhaps Cahun is 

using Buddhism as a weapon against the restrictions of Western mores. Despite the 

complexity of this photograph, it appears that the Galerie Zabriskie, view her Buddha 

photograph as mere performativity. A press release collected by the BNF states: ‘In oriental 

garb, she resembles a cruel swami.’ (BNF Archives: AD-5000). However, this negates the 

spiritual understanding the Surrealists had of non-Western religions.  Another Surrealist 

Antoin Artaud engaged with Buddhism in a political sense even writing two letters one 

entitled ‘Adresse au Dalaï Lama’ and the other ‘Lettre aux Ecoles du Buddha’ (1925). These 

were produced in La Révolution Surréaliste. The edition had the tagline ‘Fin de l’ère 

chrétienne.’ [End of the Christian era] In the former, Artaud implores: 

 

We are your faithful servants, oh Dalai Lama, grant us, address to us, your 
Englightenment in a language that our contaminated European spirits can 
understand. And when necessary, reorient our spirits, grant us a spirit turned 

                                                 
57  ‘Depuis qu’on a cessé de les considérer comme des imbéciles, la grande tentative a toujours été de faire 
déclarer aux sauvages qu’ils sont malheureux. Mais enfin, avouez donc! Ils n’avouent pas. La fréquentation du 
mystère les laisse parfaitement satisfaits’ 
58 ‘Quand nous aurons rayé les matérialisations de l’espace; l’énergie et sa spiritualisation: le temps, il n’y aura 
plus mouvement qui était mesure du temps’ 
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towards the perfect pinnacles where the spirit of man suffers no more (LRS: 
1925:3:17) 59 
 

This could also have been a potential catalyst for Cahun’s Buddhist two photographs 

dressed as Buddha. Shedding more light on these images, Shaw (2017:56) notes Cahun was 

‘associated with the group les amis des arts ésotériques’. An expert in Buddhism, Constant 

Lounsbery, founded the society. Shaw also notes Cahun was friends with Lounsbery, which 

implies that Cahun’s rapport with Buddhism was of a zeitgeist that should be disseminated 

to a larger audience. Shaw (2017:56) writes: ‘Photographs of Cahun playing the role of 

Buddha are probably documents of Cahun’s involvement with this group’. This theatre 

group was theosophist in orientation, granting a syncretic appreciation of religion that ties 

in with cosmopolitan thinking. This resonates particularly with Hegel’s aforementioned 

assertion that, ‘a human being counts as such because he is a human being, not because he 

is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, Italian, etc’ (Fine:2007: ix). In the second photograph, 

Cahun is meditating as Buddha in an alcove up a height atop a tree. The tree is a highly 

symbolic element in Buddhist thought. Sitting under the Bodhi tree, this is where Siddhartha 

became the Buddha and attained Enlightenment. Cahun perched on top of the tree can 

either be read as an innocent inaccuracy of staging or something more ironic or subversive. 

Ostensibly, she could be referring to the pride of European culture unable to attain 

Enlightenment despite the eighteenth-century philosophy movement of the same name.  

                                                 
59  Nous sommes tes très fidèles serviteurs, O Grand Lama, donne-nous, adresse-nous, tes lumières, dans un 
langage que nos esprits contamines d’Européens puissant comprendre, et au besoin, change-nous notre Esprit, 
fais-nous un esprit tout tourné vers ces cimes parfaits ou l’Esprit de l’Homme ne souffre plus 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of 
the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University.
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Figure 1.5 Claude Cahun Self-Portrait (seated cross-legged like Buddha) 1927, Photograph, 

12 x 9 cm, Jersey Heritage Archives 

Figure 1.6 Claude Cahun Self-Portrait (seated cross-legged like Buddha), 1927, Photograph, 

12 x 9 cm, Jersey Heritage Archives 

Cahun’s fascination for non-European iconography also permeated her own personal artistic 

collection. Analysing letters from the Jersey archive, Cahun’s domestic space in Paris 

became an important meeting place for Surrealist gatherings. In 1934, she writes a Letter 

Inviting a Friend to Dinner (JHT: 1995/00045/19) to an anonymous recipient.  Considering 

the content and names mentioned in the letter, the recipient is clearly part of the Surrealist 

coterie. In her letter of 1934, she cajoles the anonymous Surrealist into attendance with the 

mention of names such as Lise Deharme, Robert Desnos and Youki Foujita (the wife of 

Robert Desnos). According to Shaw (2017:59), Cahun’s Parisian apartment was furnished as 

follows: ‘(Chana Orloff’s bust of Cahun featured prominently.) There were apparently two 

works by Max Ernst, including a large photomontage, and a drawing by Miro […] a collection 

of primitive and cubist sculptures.’  It seems therefore that Cahun followed other Surrealists 

in amassing collections of non-European art. Cahun states it may be the only time to see the 

recipient, ‘One last time…before Tenerife’ 60. Given the date of this letter in 1934, this 

perhaps refers to the International Surrealist Exhibition held the following year on the 

Spanish Island of Tenerife in early 1935.  

 

Interestingly, Cahun specifically mentions Louis Aragon in the letter. Collaborating with 

Breton, she wrote an attack against him entitled Les Paris sont Ouverts in the very same 

year of 1934, dated 3rd June on Breton’s copy. The letter analysed here is dated ‘the end of 

June’ so the dates are closely bound together. She comments, ‘I know nothing directly of 

Aragon, only that he seemed in good health when I met him on the Boulevard 

Montparnasse, We were both perfectly calm (thank you!)’ (JHT: 1995/00045/19) 61. This 

naturally suggests some palpable tension between Cahun and Aragon caused by the 

publishing of the tract against him. Les Paris sont Ouverts advocates for the individual voice 

                                                 
60 ‘une dernière fois […] avant Tenerife.’ 
61 ‘Je ne sais rien direct d’Aragon si ce n’est qu’il semblait en bonne santé quand je l’ai rencontré Bvd 
Montparnasse. Nous avons été tous deux parfaitement calmes (merci!)’ 
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of the poet and against Aragon’s Stalinist, submissive approach. Cahun’s anti-Aragon tract 

earned her the respect of Breton after an initially lukewarm reception due to Breton’s 

prejudices against lesbianism when they first met in 1932. Cahun here is clearly part of 

cosmopolitan Surrealist circles. 

Cahun’s interest in non-European iconography was by no means limited to the Orient. 

Between the years of 1935-1936 Cahun appears to demonstrate solidarity with the nascent 

movement of black internationalism associated with Surrealism.  Indeed, Antillean students 

who were unhappy with how they were being treated in the métropole published Légitime 

Défense in 1932 pledging allegiance to the Surrealist cause. In 1935, Cahun takes a 

documentary-like shot of herself next to a black waitress. Unfortunately, it remains unclear 

as to how the waitress and Cahun knew each other. Notwithstanding, their tactility towards 

each other, arm in arm, gestures towards a rapport of mutual respect. Granted the 

prevailing colonial context, it is instructive to view this photo as commensurate with 

Cahun’s anti-colonial stance. The waitress is adorned in Western attire, not dissimilar to that 

of Cahun herself. As such, the waitress is presented as a westernised type rather than as an 

exotic cipher as was the prevailing tendency in Europe at the time. Moreover, this 

photograph is shot in a quasi-documentary manner, lending it a greater sense of realism and 

political significance 62.  Here, Cahun steps slightly into the background to lend more 

prominence to the waitress. Indeed, it is the waitress not Cahun who appears as the 

dominant personage and is positioned as the central focus. Again, in a cosmopolitan gesture 

in 1936, she takes a photograph simply entitled Les Mains. The hands insidiously act as a 

powerful synecdoche for the whole being reflecting the stance of Cahun and the Black 

Waitress in the previous photograph. Black and white hands are layered on top of one 

another in solidarity, a ring connoting marital status. The haptic nature of the photograph 

adds a quasi-erotic element. The Black hand seems to merge seamlessly out of the white 

perhaps connoting a commingling of races. A smaller infantile hand then protrudes from 

one of the fingers.  

 

                                                 
62 Jersey Heritage Archives has identified Claude Cahun herself as the taker of the photograph meaning this 
was most likely a self-portrait.  
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Figure 1.7 Claude Cahun Claude Cahun with a Black Waitress, 1935, Photograph, 12 x 9cm, 

Jersey Heritage Archives 

Figure 1.8 Claude Cahun Les Mains, 1936, Photograph, 25.4 x 19.7cm in François Leperlier 

(1992) Claude Cahun l’écart et la métamorphose, Paris, Jean-Michel Place p.212.  

 

Cahun also took part in the 1936 Exposition d’Objets Surréaliste [Exhibition of Surrealist 

Objects] at the Charles Ratton gallery where her work was on display amidst other 

Surrealists in juxtaposition with African and Oceanic Art. Naturally, the exhibition aimed to 

demonstrate affinities with Surrealist works and those of so-called ‘primitive’ peoples. Shaw 

notes that in 1936, Cahun contributed assemblages to the Exposition d’Objets Surréaliste 

held at the Charles Ratton Gallery in Paris, ‘which dealt with art from Africa, the Pacific 

Islands and the Americas’ (Shaw: 2017:154). Two of Cahun’s objects were listed in the 

catalogue, which Cahun also photographed for posterity: these were Un Air de Famille and 

Souris Valseuses63. Shaw has conducted detailed readings into these objects in terms of 

                                                 
63 There are only two extant installation photographs of the 1936 Exhibition of Surrealist Objects at the Charles 
Ratton Gallery to my knowledge. As such, I have not been able to identify where Claude Cahun’s works were 
positioned in relation to other objects. What is clear however, from the installation view, is that Surrealist and 
indigenous works were interspersed rather than separated from each other, a curatorial strategy clearly 
designed to forge linkages in the visitor’s psyche.  
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formal analysis. However, in the spirit of inter-cultural comparison, it is equally pertinent to 

read these objects in dialogue with the non-Western objects with which they were 

juxtaposed.  Apropos Un Air de Famille, Shaw (2017:173) writes ‘a doll’s bed topped with a 

diaphanous canopy is strewn with items. These objects (…) are not however what one 

would expect to find on a child’s bed.’ Given the doll’s house ambiance, it seems pertinent 

to compare this with the dolls of the Hopi tribe located throughout the exhibition. The Hopi 

were a Native American tribe who made dolls called Kachina. Kachina dolls were often given 

to gifts as children, as indeed a dolls house would be. According to Wright (2008:112), the 

Kachina is ‘a pseudo-morphic human in the supernatural world’. Similarly, within Cahun’s 

doll’s house, allusions to angels, eating or being eaten and danger is written on a sign in a 

complex wordplay, linguistic entities collapsing into one another. 

 

Although benevolent, supernatural beings, the Kachina also encompass an element of 

danger. As Wright (2008:111) comments on the use of Kachina: ‘Everything has an essence 

or a life force, and humans must interact with these or fail to survive.’ Because Kachina are a 

personification of these forces, it is much easier to interact with them as a human being. 

Looking closely at Cahun’s photo, the agglomeration of objects seems to form a lifeless, 

deconstructed doll. Interestingly, one of the Kachina dolls was taken from the collection of 

Paul Eluard himself, which testifies to the importance of these non-European objects for 

Surrealists. Eluard’s doll (shown in Ratton’s exhibition) was also photographed for La 

Révolution Surréaliste. Kachina dolls are primarily given to girls, as indeed a dolls house 

would traditionally be given (Teiwes: 1998: 33). Throughout early childhood, girls receive 

different versions of Kachina to represent the different stages of growth and development. 

Teiwes (1998:40) comments: ‘when a girl reaches the age of two or so, she finally receives a 

figure with a fully carved head and body representing the final stage of postnatal 

development.’ New-born infants of the Hopi tribe typically receive a flat one-dimensional 

Kachina doll with less discernible, more abstract features.  

 

 Thinking back to Cahun’s title for her photograph, Air de Famille, perhaps she is paralleling 

the Hopi’s philosophy of child development and how a child gradually gains more tangible 

form and personality. The Kachina dolls given to a girl gradually gain three-dimensionality as 

she grows older; aesthetic development of the doll concurrently reflects the child’s growth. 
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Perhaps Cahun here is also commenting on the progression of identity. The assemblage of 

objects on the child’s crib is indeed abstract and unformed. Shaw (2017:175) remarks that 

there ‘may be resonance with Cahun’s own difficult childhood.’ Indeed, this could well 

represent the grappling with her own multifarious identity growing up as both Jewish and 

homosexual.  For the Hopi tribe, homosexuality was not discriminated against, so Cahun 

could also be viewed as demonstrating affinities with the sexual practices of ‘primitive’ 

peoples. Although Cahun did own a collection of ‘primitive’ art, whether or not she would 

have been aware of the liberal sexual identities of certain tribespeople remains in the realm 

of conjecture.  

 

 

Figure 1.9 Claude Cahun, Un Air de Famille, 1936, Photograph, 14 x 9 cm in Shaw (2017) 

Exist Otherwise: The Life of Claude Cahun (London: Reaktion Books) p.174 

Figure 1.10 Anon. Kachina Doll Nouveau Mexique, 1927, photograph, dimensions unknown 

in La Révolution Surréaliste (1927) no. 9-10 p.34  
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Cahun’s next object is called Souris Valseuses or waltzing mice. Shaw (2017:175-176) 

describes the image as, ‘A squat round jar glass forms the base, which supports the 

assemblage of things, there are bones including a panther’s jawbone replete with teeth and 

a deer’s antler’ alongside ‘peacock feathers, a watch face, seashells, butterflies, celluloid 

figurines and glass marbles.’  Naturally, such an assemblage incites a panoply of meaning, 

but when contrasted with the non-European objects surrounding it, a particular resonance 

is felt with the Masque Esquimau emanating from André Breton's collection, also known as 

a Yupik mask. Similarly, it is strewn with feathers and comprised of several animal bones 

such as those of the sea otter. Having a close relationship with André Breton, Cahun would 

doubtless be familiar with the iconography of the Yupik mask. Burks (1999:1) notes: ‘The 

masks were used for many ceremonial purposes and they were said to have made the 

unseen world visible. It is impossible to know the exact meanings behind any one mask 

because the meanings were personal to their creator and related to the story he or she 

wished to tell, usually containing a moral or lesson based on personal experience’. Indeed, 

this sense of mysticism and personal creation is present in Cahun’s artistic creation as well. 

Moreover, the Yupik tribe would make the masks out of whatever materials were available 

to them ‘wood, red ochre, feathers, etc. They were sewn together and/or pierced and 

threaded rather than using adhesives or welding’ (Burks: 1999:1), strongly paralleling 

Cahun’s modus operandi. Indeed, in discourses on Surrealism and the object, André Breton 

fervently advocates that this type of artistic creation is open to everyone, democratising the 

creative process. Although Cahun is primarily a photographer, she fervently photographed 

her own sculptures and inspiration from the art of indigenous people was a clear source for 

the modernist trend of re-appropriating found objects. We could also view her 

appropriations of indigenous masks as a homage to the social mores of indigenous societies 

such as the Yupik.   
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Figure 1.11 Anon. Masque Yu’pik, date unknown, sculpture, 27cm x 47cm in Musée 

Nationale d’Art Moderne (1991) André Breton: La Beauté Convulsive (Paris: Centre 

Pompidou) p.74  

Figure 1.12 Claude Cahun Souris Valseuses, 1936, photograph of sculpture, dimensions 

unknown in Shaw (2017) Exist Otherwise: The Life of Claude Cahun (London: Reaktion 

Books) p.176 

 

Certainly, the Charles Ratton exhibition flouted the taxonomic norms prevalent at most 

universal survey museums. This is something that Cahun parodies in another 1936 

photograph entitled Têtes de Cristal, taken at the British Museum. Cahun is comically hiding 

behind a vitrine of Oceanic masks and objects, peering at them with a sense of 

wonderment64.  A mirror is also visible in the composition which serves to further 

complicate Cahun’s identity and status amidst the masks. It could also suggest that the non-

                                                 
64 This photograph is owned by the Tate, having been purchased in 2007. The subject of the photograph may 
initially appear unclear. However, curator Elizabeth Manchester (2008) assuredly notes ‘Only the upper part of 
the face and some wispy blonde hair are visible; this is sufficient information to identify the subject as the 
artist, Claude Cahun’. See Elizabeth Manchester (2008) ‘Claude Cahun Crystal Heads, British Museum, London, 
June-July 1936’ Tate Website Available at: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/cahun-crystal-heads-british-
museum-london-june-july-1936-p79321 (Accessed 05/05/2019).  
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Western masks resonate somewhat with her own multifarious identity, enabling a ‘mirror 

image’ of Cahun’s complex self. Chronologically, this photograph was taken after her 

exhibits at the Charles Ratton gallery as she writes on the reverse that it was taken during 

the summer of 1936.  The Ratton exhibition evidently incited Cahun to ponder the 

representation of non-Western artefacts in conventional museum setings.  Masks are a 

central theme in Cahun’s work and iterations of non-European masks seem to complicate 

the Western hegemony of cultural creation associated with the modernist epoch, despite its 

cosmopolitan intent. Cahun incorporates the trope of masks into many of her other 

photographs enabling a destabilisation of identity and the creation of multiple layers of the 

self. The masks also play into the idea of Bakhtin’s ‘carnivalesque’ whereby hierarchical 

relations are temporarily suspended on special festive occasions. Cahun also wrote an essay 

entitled Carnival (1926) in which she explores the reaction of more conservative family 

members to this destabilising event. The essay ends with the idea of the ‘Carnival perpétuel’ 

[perpetual carnival] suggesting an everyday wearing of a mask in society. Be this as it may, 

modernist ideas of identity have surely been catalysed by the masks of non-European 

indigenous people who would regularly transform their personae without contradiction. 

This also seems to be a cosmopolitan hallmark of Cahun’s life and work, consistent with her 

allegiance to both the Symbolist and Surrealist movements and their chimerical play with an 

aesthetics of plural identity. 

Figure 1.13 Claude Cahun Têtes de Cristal, 1936, Photograph, 16.7 x 20.8cm, Tate Britain 
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1.3 Camera Work and Minotaure 

 

Crossing the Atlantic to New York, the journal Camera Work merits investigation from a 

cosmopolitan perspective. The journal was founded by Alfred Stieglitz in 1903, who wished 

for photography to be viewed as a fine art. With this principle in mind, he instigated the 

photo-secession movement. As such, Camera Work was an exceptional journal of its time 

and paved the way for Cahiers d’Art (1926-1940) and the Surrealist Minotaure (1933-1939). 

Precedents for Camera Work were set in France by Photo-Gazette (1890-1911) but this 

journal did not view photography as exclusively a fine art, often focussing on technical 

considerations. Camera Work published an international panoply of photographs 

incorporating geographic regions as diverse as the US to China. Moreover, Stieglitz drew 

substantially from Symbolism. Indeed, Rosler (2004:64) comments that Stieglitz ‘melded 

Symbolist notions with the aestheticized pictorial realism.’ Many of the contributors to 

Camera Work had lived in France and immersed themselves in the Symbolist movement. For 

example, Marshall and Johnston (2005:930) state: ’Alfred Stieglitz helped found the 

American Photo-secession in 1902. Members of the group such as Edward Steichen and 

Gertrude Kasebier had spent time in Paris and absorbed the romantic and elegiac theme 

and style of the Symbolist movement.’  Stieglitz would then go on to build a rapport with 

certain Surrealists, notably Man Ray and Francis Picabia.  Indeed, Man Ray creates a Portrait 

of Alfred Stieglitz in 1913. In turn, the Surrealists carry forth Stieglitz’s cosmopolitan 

sentiment and photographic innovations in their work. Moreover, Stieglitz would also enter 

into correspondence with Francis Picabia. These letters grant a pertinent insight into the 

financial difficulties faced by Stieglitz as well as his cosmopolitan worldview.  In terms of 

Surrealist journals, Dawn Ades (1985:187) comments: ‘Minotaure was certainly the review 

in which photography received the most sustained attention.’  Moreover, the journal 

juxtaposed Surrealist artworks with ethnographic articles. Hence, it is appropriate to 

subsequently explore the photographic purview of both magazines through a cosmopolitan 

prism of analysis. 

 

 In his article for Minotaure, ‘L’Age de la Lumière’ (1933:No3:1-2), Man Ray begins by 

highlighting the perpetual problem of nationalism:  

 



 

 96 

In this era, similar to all other eras where the problem of a race or a class and 
the destruction of its enemies completely absorbs a civilised society, it seems 
inopportune to create works solely inspired by the emotion and desire of the 
individual.65 

 

Here, Man Ray succinctly refers to the taxonomic categories of Nationalism, differentiating 

between different races and classes, whilst justifying Surrealism’s international political 

engagement as opposed to a sole focus on the individual. Similarly, Hegel termed the 

‘National Spirit’ animalistic in Phenomenology of Spirit (1807): 

The actual self-consciousness of this dispersed Spirit is a host of separate, 
antagonistic national Spirits who hate and fight each other to the death and 
become conscious of specific forms of animals as their essence; for they are 
nothing else than animal spirits, animal lives which separate themselves off from 
one another and are unconscious of their universality  (Hegel: 1977:420) 

Hegel’s assertion here very much mirrors the universal nature of Claude Cahun’s Frontière 

Humaine, whereby humanity is conceived of as a singular tribe. In order to demonstrate this 

more resolutely, Skira magazine’s emblem of the Minotaur is intrinsically a hybrid being, 

part-man, and part-bull. This, in turn, flouts the common trope of an animal as symbolic of a 

nation-state picked up on by Hegel. 

 In the same article, Man Ray also references the mechanistic yet subjective nature of the 

photographic medium commenting: ‘Directly utilising light and chemistry comes to distort a 

subject to such an extent as to remove all resemblance to the original by creating an entirely 

new form’ (1933:No.3:1-2) 66. It would seem that Man Ray’s argument concerning 

photographic transformation and idea of photography as a fine art form closely mirrors the 

argument of the photo-secessionists and Camera Work. Indeed, Stieglitz argues the photo-

secession exists ‘to advance photography as applied to pictorial expression’ (Green: 1973:9). 

Whilst Stieglitz distributed photography to an international audience, Minotaure used 

                                                 
65 Dans cet âge semblable à tous les âges où le problème d’une race ou d’une classe et la destruction de ses 
ennemis absorbe totalement une société civilisée, il semble mal venu et futile de créer des œuvres inspirés 
seulement de l’émotion et le désir de l’individu 
66 ‘se servant directement de la lumière et de la chimie arrive à déformer le sujet au point de lui ôter presque 
toute ressemblance avec l’originel en créant une forme nouvelle’ 
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photography in a wider sense also to disseminate reproductions of other art mediums 

worldwide.  

 

Figure 1.14 Man Ray Portrait of Alfred Stieglitz, 1913, painting, 27cm x 21.5cm in Naumman 

(2003) Conversion to Modernism: The Early Work of Man Ray (New Brunswick: Rutgers 

University Press) p. 48 

 

Camera Work also highlighted photography’s cosmopolitan potentiality. In the very first 

edition of the magazine of 1903, JB Kerfoot contributes an article entitled ‘How History 

Repeats Itself.’ Kerfoot invokes The Tower of Babel, the biblical explanation of why peoples 

began to speak different languages. Kerfoot’s hope is that the multiplicity of babel may 

engender copious photographic creations that will reunite humanity towards the common 

goal and aim of historical progress. He states ‘from the clangourous discord of this new 

Babel may yet spring photographic epics to which an artistic philology of the future will 

point as classic’ (1903:21). Such a positive view of history certainly invokes the Hegelian 

dialectic of progress. Moreover, the origins of ‘artistic philology’ is highly cosmopolitan in 

nature.  The word philology is normally used to describe the study of language, whereas one 
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could argue an artistic philology is bereft of a linguistic divide, highlighting the intrinsic 

border-crossing properties of the photographic medium. Indeed, in terms of layout, Camera 

Work separated photograph from text, so that meaning was not interdependent. This would 

appeal to speakers from non-Anglophone communities, allowing the image to speak for 

itself.  

 

Moreover, Stieglitz reveals his own cosmopolitan convictions in a letter to Francis Picabia 

dated April 5th, 1920. He states, ‘My direction is the same as before – a fight for the right to 

work as an American freeman- a worker of the world. It seems to be an endless struggle’ 

(BLJD: A1 (5)265)67. As such, Stieglitz’s journal has both the worldwide scope and ideological 

independence necessary to be viewed as cosmopolitan in scope. However, in a letter to 

Picabia dated August 19, 1919, Stieglitz writes: ‘Art is not worrying me much, no more than 

any particular -ism […] The world’s affairs interest me greatly, but primarily as an 

onlooker‘ (BLJD: A1(3)29). This is perhaps what differentiates the Cosmopolitanism of the 

Photo-Secessionists/Symbolists from the Surrealists – worldwide aesthetic engagement was 

favoured over the political.  

 

The artistic output of both journals clearly displays a wholly cosmopolitan vision, the camera 

becoming a borderless tool of artistic innovation. The photographs East and West by James 

Craig a 

 in 1910 (Figure 1.15) and Man Ray’s seminal Noire et Blanche (1926) (Figure 1.16) are 

testament to this. There is a mutual will to assimilate the Occidental and the Oriental 

literally into the same frame of reference. In the self-explanatory East and West, published 

in Camera Work, we witness a woman directly confronting the lens betwixt an artefact of 

African origin, a Japanese lily plant and a modernist painting. The difference between this 

fin-de-siècle vision and the Surrealist Noire et Blanche is the heightened sense of 

performativity and the removal of décor. Moreover, in East and West, the non-European 

items are framed as possessions of the upper echelons of society. In contrast, the closed-

eyes of Kiki of Montparnasse suggest a psychoanalytic observation of alterity as a dream-

like entity rather than invoking notions of ownership. Although Noire et Blanche did not 

                                                 
67 Archival information from the Bibliotheque Literraire Jacques-Doucet is abbreviated in Harvard style to BLJD.  
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adorn the pages of the Minotaure magazine itself, the work featured in an accompanying 

exhibition to the magazine, the Exposition Minotaure (1934) held in Brussels which certainly 

implies affinities with the aims of the editorial team and scope of the magazine68. Given 

Man Ray’s links to Stieglitz, he would have undoubtedly subscribed to Camera Work during 

the formative years of his career, where potent iconographic similarities to his own work 

can be sourced.  

 

 

Figure 1.15 J. Craig Annan East and West, 1910, Photograph, 20.3 x 15.9cm in Camera Work 

(1910) No.32 p.5 

Figure 1.16 Man Ray Noire et Blanche, 1926, Photograph, 17.1 x 22.5cm, MoMA New York 

 

Moreover, both journals feature non-Western streetscapes. Camera-Work depicts a 

traditional Chinese streetscape. In 1926, Breton (Site Atelier Andre Breton: 2005) also notes 

this oriental chimera par excellence in a manuscript where the city of Shanghai forms the 

subject of a dream. This approach was clearly fomented by their anti-colonial stance and 

reverence of the indigenous, with Polynesian peoples living in skyscrapers bordering 

Shanghai. Breton’s oneiric vision is mere mirage in scope but transformational in will.  

                                                 
68 The inclusion of Noire et Blanche at the Exposition Minotaure has been documented in the accompanying 
exhibition catalogue Exposition Minotaure (1934) Editions Albert Skira: Palais des beaux-arts Bruxelles.  
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In Minotaure, (1935) the indigenous aspect of Chinese culture is revered instead of the 

present-day modernism depicted by Camera Work. Indeed, Surrealist links with China will 

be explored in depth in Chapter five. Man Ray (Figure 1.18) photographs pictures of 

inverted Chinese Masks captured for Paul Eluard’s article ‘Appliquée’ surrounded by what 

Brueggemann (2005: 101) describes as ‘straw-like hair.’ Camera Work appears very much 

interested in photographing contemporaneous scenes as can be seen in A Street in China by 

De Meyer in 1912 (Figure 1.17). Conversely, in Minotaure this emphasis is on a primordial, 

cosmic form of Cosmopolitanism by recourse to the art of indigenous peoples.  

 

Figure 1.17 Adolph De Meyer A Street in China, 1912, photograph, 28.5cm x 20cm in Camera 

Work (1912) No.40 p.33 

Figure 1.18 Man Ray Chinese Masks, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown, Minotaure 

No.7 p.16 

Camera Work also confronted the issue of racial difference. The 1904 photogravure 

Contrasts by Robert Demachy (Figure 1.19) is both daring and bold in its critique of the 

Western art-historical canon, invoking classical Greek sculpture. The woman of African 

origin is forced to assimilate into this thoroughly Western trope, languishing beside the 

Western object, mimicking its facial expression and ideals of beauty and iconography. 
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Wendy Grossman (2017:203), perhaps the only scholar to comment on the work, states that 

‘Contrasts and its variants reformulate the paradigm of the binary black-and-white aesthetic 

as a racialized trope of difference shaped to fit with the lexicon of Pictorialism and its 

concept of beauty.’ Grossman also emphasises that Camera Work ‘reached an international 

audience’ (206). In Minotaure racial issues are also foregrounded yet their presentation is 

inverted. African masks are photographed and displayed amidst white female models 

throughout the production of the magazine. Predominantly though, images of indigenous 

African peoples would appear abundantly in ethnographic scenes from the Mission Dakar-

Djibouti spear-headed by Michel Leiris. Conversely, Camera Work avoids the ethnographic 

gaze. Particularly exemplary is the article by Leiris entitled ‘Masques Dogons’ [Dogon Masks] 

(1933) wherein a photograph of a young girl in the midst of a dancing ritual, whose facial 

features are obscured by a mask, is depicted. She is hence denied her own gaze and 

anonymised. The mask becomes synonymous with fetish and the photograph is somewhat 

sexualised given the dancer’s scant brassier, despite its documentary context. That said she 

is not depicted as a westernised being, proudly brandishing the accoutrements of her 

culture. Indeed, regarding the trope of the mask Hegel states:  

The pretensions of universal essentiality are uncovered in the self; it shows itself 
to be entangled in an actual existence, and drops the mask just because it wants 
to be something genuine. The self, appearing here in its significance as 
something actual, plays with the mask which it once put on in order to act its 
part.  (Hegel: 1977: 450)  

Demachy is playing with ‘the mask’ of European civilisation into which the black female is 

supposed to be assimilated. The Greek statue is just a symbol, a figment of an artist’s 

imagination that otherness is measured against. 

The trope of woman and object also appears to be used by both journals. Indeed, in a 

photograph, any corporeal being is no more than a manipulated object in and of 

themselves. That said, another photograph of Dogon women dancing in the same article 

complicates this somewhat. Woman, here expresses movement and agency but she is a 

performative presence. This begs the question, why did the Surrealists focus their 

ethnographic photography on performative rituals?  I would posit that performance enables 

the line between artistic and documentary photography to become blurred.  Indeed, Leiris’s 



 

 102 

photography is not shot from a temperate distance but focusses on the costume and the 

individual instead of the group. Clearly, feminine images were used by both Camera Work 

and Minotaure to equate blackness and beauty (and/or sexuality) given the benevolent 

image of womankind. This is achieved without resorting to the extremely explicit appeal of 

certain Surrealist photographs. It is evident that Demachy’s Pictorialism has a greater 

subtlety to it than Surrealist ethnographic photography despite preceding the movement.  

 

Figure 1.19 Robert Demachy Contrasts, 1904, Photograph, 16.83 x 11.75cm in Camera Work 

(1904) No 5. p.13 

Figure 1.20 Michel Leiris Masque Jeune Fille, 1933, photograph, dimensions unknown, 

Minotaure No.2 p.51 

 

Turning to the city, this emerges as the nodal centre of cosmopolitan activity for both 

Symbolism and Surrealism. In other Surrealist texts, such as Nadja, photographs of the 

cityscape are a crucial narrative driver. Yet, in Minotaure, photography of the cityscape is 

largely absent. In the magazine, Brassaï’s text and photographs entitled Du mur aux 

cavernes au mur des Usines [From the Cave Wall to the Factory Wall] (Figure 1.21), he 

laments the industrial progress apparent in cities. In place of focusing upon grandiose 
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Parisian architecture, Brassaï turns his attention to graffiti, which he sees as resembling the 

hieroglyphic characters of ancient rock art. A photographic detail of a skull serves as a 

perpetual memento mori, against the grandiosity of the cityscape, and instead of turning 

our attention to the inevitable vanitas of humanity.  

 

In stark contrast, Camera Work pays homage to the expansion of the city as a cosmopolitan 

centre and a burgeoning idea of the American Dream. Indeed, Stieglitz entitles his 

photograph of New York of 1910 in Camera Work, The City of Ambition (Figure 1.22). 

Skyscrapers are flanked by clouds whilst steam emanates from many factories. Today, this 

would have connotations of pollution and the age of the Anthropocene. However, in 1911 

the billowing smoke clearly connoted industrial progress and prosperity. Indeed, two very 

different perspectives on the cityscape are apparent: one as the continuation of ‘primitive’ 

man, the other as the apotheosis of man’s ingenuity. However, Camera Work was extremely 

indebted to the European reception of his journal as Mancini (1998) notes the aesthetic 

trends emanating from the continent. Indeed, in a Letter from Alfred Stieglitz to Francis 

Picabia, Stieglitz states: ‘I wonder will you ever come to New York again, I don’t see how I 

will ever get to Paris.’ He continues, ‘I was offered the management of an “ultra-modern” 

gallery but I feel I am better off as a free citizen. … Americans are not interested in art. 

Spoiled children on too much Candy.’ (BLJD: A1 (3)29). Hence, Stieglitz held in contempt the 

state of the American art world, looking to Europe for inspiration.   
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Figure 1.21 Brassaï Du Mur au Cavernes au Mur des Usines, 1933, photographic detail, full 

spread dimensions 22cm x 30.4 cm in Minotaure No.3-4 p.7  

Figure 1.22 Alfred Stieglitz The City of Ambition, 1910, Photograph, 11 x 8.7 cm in Camera 

Work (1911) No.36 p.5 

 

Interestingly, the photo-secessionists were even more prolific exhibitors than the 

Surrealists. In New York, they set up a gallery dedicated to their cause called the 291, often 

known as the ‘Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession’ from 1905.  The 291 galleries 

undoubtedly promoted an international outlook, exhibiting photographers such as Edward 

Steichen who thus gained critical reception. Further to this, owner Alfred Stieglitz displayed 

the work of many French avant-gardes such as Matisse, Rodin, Picasso, and Brancusi in the 

gallery (McCarthy: 1991:183). In 1906, an exhibition of French Photographers was held at 

the gallery showing the cross-fertilization of practice which travelled across the Atlantic. 

Interestingly, the Cosmopolitanism of photography itself lay in the perception of North 

America by the French. Robert Demachy took a photograph of the Toucques Valley in 

California in 1906 which has contributed to shaping the cultural memory of the area. The 

landscape is not vast, infinite and rugged but well kept, fenced and styled as European 

counterparts typically demonstrate. The photo-secessionists also took numerous nude 

photos and the style of Réne le Bègue (Figure 1.24), of whom Study of 1906 featured in the 

exhibition, could be said to invoke affinities with that of Man Ray in terms of his inversions 

of colour and stark delineations of bodily contours.  

 

 

 



 105 

 

Figure 1.23 Robert Demachy Toucques Valley, California, 1906, Photograph, 15.6 x 20.5cm in 

Camera Work (1906) No.16 p. 5. 

Figure 1.24 Rénè Le Bègue Study, 1906, Photograph, 19 x 11.7cm in Camera Work (1906) 

No.16 p.43 

 

Regarding the controversial issue of primitive art and exoticism, both of which were 

prevalent tendencies in Camera Work and Minotaure, Tzvetan Todorov’s assertion, that 

exoticism is ‘a form of relativism as opposed to nationalism’ is pertinent. As David Bate 

observes: ‘nationalism is sameness prized over otherness’ (Bate: 2011:188).  

Whilst Stieglitz’s primary persuasion was for photography, he would also exhibit other 

media that he considered compatible with broader avant-garde tendencies. In fact, in 1914 

he claimed to have produced the first-ever exhibition which viewed African works as art 

rather than ethnographic objects (Visona: 2012:114)69. According to Kroiz (2012:81), 

Stieglitz described the exhibition as, ‘possibly the most important show we’ve ever had.’ 

                                                 
69 In 1915, Steiglitz went further, ostensibly mounting the very first show to directly juxtapose ‘primitive’ and 
Modern art. The show was entitled ‘The Picasso-Braque’ exhibition but also included works of Mexican 
pottery.  
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Photographs of the exhibition were reproduced in Camera Work and here the camera acts a 

political agent of change, disseminating a new ideological stance across national borders.  

This is even more apparent in the Surrealist journal Minotaure. The journal is described as 

an ‘ouvrage homogène’ [homogenous work] (1933:No1:1), more interested in sameness 

than difference. Appropriation of the exotic is always apparent but with many links drawn 

to Western culture in order to engender transnational understanding.  

 

Visiting the Dogon tribe in Mali, Michel Leiris’ Danses Funéraires Dogons [Dogon Funeral 

Dances] published in Minotaure is fervently anti-colonial and aims to overturn stereotypical 

perceptions of the ‘other’. On witnessing a funeral dance, he comments: ‘Everything we 

regard as black or white assumes the form of thugs and louts, lugubrious jokes amongst 

these people’ (Minotaure No.1:1933:73) 70. Leiris attempts to reconcile aesthetic alterity 

with fundamental philosophical sameness between the occidental and other traditions. For 

example, Leiris’s photograph of the dance aligns the tribe aesthetically to Primitivism but 

photographic representation combined with ethnographic explanation presents a more 

rounded, dialogic picture. Here we can see that Surrealist ethnography is undoubtedly 

couched in a transnational, cosmopolitan framework. Whilst Minotaure provided in-depth 

articles on the cultural specificity of these non-occidental objects, it also provided a much-

needed global slant on art-historical analysis as well as Ethnography.  

 

Furthermore, it is clear the Surrealists aesthetically enmeshed ‘primitive’ tropes into their 

own artistic practice. Minotaure displays Brassaï’s Sculptures Involontaires, which are 

purportedly not premeditated. The important issue to note here is that Brassaï adopts a 

primitive style and equates this with automatism, the ‘involontaire’. This is a dubious 

assertion in a cosmopolitan context. Indeed, the quality and detail of many African art 

objects suggest detailed planning and precision.  Nevertheless, it is clear that both journals 

had an ideological agenda of questioning the European hegemony of the art-historical 

canon. Both magazines used photography as a cosmopolitan resource to disseminate the 

rich iconography of non-European cultures far and wide.  

 

                                                 
70 ‘Tout ce que nous connaissons en fait de negres ou blancs prend figure de voyous, goujats, plaisantins 
lugubres à côté de ces gens’ 
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Figure 1.25 Alfred Steiglitz Statuary in Wood by African Savages: The Root of Modern Art, 

1914, Photograph, 10.6 x 14.1cm in Camera Work (1916) No. 48 p.66. 

Figure 1.26 Brassaï Sculptures Involontaires, 1933, photographs, 17.1 x 22.3 cm per 

photograph in Minotaure (1933) no.3 -4 p.68  

 

Camera Work ceased publication in 1917 granting it a relatively long run for an avant-garde 

production. Correspondence with Francis Picabia reveals that Stieglitz found himself at a 

loose end after the final issue of Camera Work. Nevertheless, he writes ‘I have a desire, that 

is to publish a few more numbers of Camera Work but the lack of cash and the impossibility 

of getting really good reproductions will make the appearance of such numbers rather 

dubious.’ (BLJD: A1 (3)29). He continues ‘291 is closed permanently although I still have a 

small room there which is virtually nothing more than a letter-box.’ (BLJD: A1 (3)29). 

Conversely, Minotaure was a luxury publication. By strictly affirming the editorial 

independence of his publication, Stieglitz ran into problems. However, the Surrealists, by 

joining forces with Swiss publisher Albert Skira, were able to keep financially afloat until the 

outbreak of the Second World War. Indeed, economic hardship can put a substantial strain 

on the cosmopolitan tenet of mobility. So much so, Stieglitz writes to Picabia that he has 

‘virtually just enough money to keep from starving – this is literal – that writing letters 
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becomes more of a luxury.’ (BLJD: A1 (5)365). Although the mechanical reproduction of a 

photograph facilitated a worldwide distribution network, this alone was not enough to 

defray the vagaries of market forces. 

 

1.4 Rodenbach, Breton, and Photo-Literature.  

Georges Rodenbach’s Symbolist novel Bruges-La-Morte was published in 1892 and 

comprised the first ever work of photo-literature. The novel charts the vicissitudes of the 

widowed Hugues Viane, who desperately attempts to cling to the memory of his deceased 

wife. He dedicates a room to her where he cherishes her clothes, locks of her hair and her 

letters in a sort of personalised museum. Consumed by depression, he rarely leaves the 

house until one day he meets a dancer called Jane at a theatrical revue. She bears a distinct 

likeness to his former wife, and an affair ensues. The cityscape of Bruges reflects the 

aggrieved psyche of Viane and foreshadows the sense of an omnipresent morbidity. Viane 

lives near a church and has a pious servant who incessantly reminds him of his duties. 

Religion encroaches upon his ill-fated love affair, and after an argument, Viane brutally 

strangles Jane. In a press review written on the 27 August 1892, M Emile Farguet states, 

‘this book creates a necropolis: Bruges is dead, so is the wife of Hugues Viane, so is the 

posthumous mistress, so is Mr. Viane himself. Death! The triumph of death can be found 

throughout this book’ (BNF: FOL-LN1-232) 71. In André Breton’s Nadja (1928), the story of 

the author’s ephemeral love affair with a Russian psychiatric patient named Nadja is 

revealed in ways which parallel Bruges-La-Morte. The tale is similarly morbid. The story tells 

of their chance happenings wandering around Paris alongside Breton’s encounters with 

fellow Surrealists. The relationship soon ends, and Breton finds out that Nadja is committed 

to an asylum before passing away.  Indeed, a press cutting by Daniel Rops for Voix on the 1st 

November 1928 states: ‘Perhaps the most moving pages of Nadja are those that are 

dedicated to sensing her dehumanisation’ (BNF: 8-RJ-2233) 72. The Parisian cityscape gains 

more of a human presence than Nadja herself. In both novels, the cityscapes of Bruges and 

                                                 
71 ‘Ce petit livre nécrologique est une nécropole. Morte Bruges, morte la première femme de M Hugues Viane, 
morte la maitresse posthume et mort M Hugues Viane lui-même, ô mort où est ta victoire? Elle est partout 
dans ce livre.’ 
72 ‘C’est peut-être les pages les plus émouvantes du livre que celles qu’André Breton consacre à faire sentir 
cette deshumanisation de Nadja’ 
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Paris play a vital role, assuming the form of a psychological complex third character in their 

photographic presence, entangled between two love affairs doomed to failure.  

Most of Rodenbach’s photographs faithfully depict the Gothic architecture of Bruges. 

Viane’s English lover could reference the British ‘colony’ in Bruges which was established in 

the 1840s. Indeed, Gothic buildings renovated by British Architect A. W Pugin are contained 

in the accompanying photographs. According to Paul Edwards (2000:71), Bruges-La-Morte 

was published ‘with 35 half-tone reproductions of original photographs supplied by the 

Parisian ‘image banks’ of J. Levy and Co. and Neurdein Frères.’  Thus, through the mobility 

acquired by combining literature and photography, the cityscape’s cosmopolitan aspects 

become omnipresent. Indeed, the Gothic is presented as a transnational aesthetic which 

testifies to its international permeation.  

The premise behind the Gothic revival was that churches and cathedrals of the Middle Ages 

represented the pinnacle of beauty and should be the aesthetic of choice for religious 

buildings. This is very much commensurate with Hegel’s notion of aesthetics which 

embraces art as a spiritual manifestation of religion. The character of Hughes Viane certainly 

abides by this Hegelian notion, but this is very much disputed in the more secular cityscape 

of Nadja. For Rodenbach, the Gothic architectural and visual past provides a pivotal 

framework within which we learn of a protagonist whose wife has passed away in Bruges. 

Gothic style also symbolizes the omnipresence of the Church, which is something that 

Surrealism decried on multiple occasions. This does not mean though that the architectural 

legacy can be erased and many examples of Gothic architecture adorn the pages of Nadja as 

well as Bruges-La-Morte. 

Castles are a secular Gothic trope that both novels pay homage to as captured in 

Rodenbach’s photo (Figure 1.27) and Breton’s photo subtitled: ‘Here, high in the chateau in 

the right-hand tower’ (Trans. Howard:1960:110) (Figure 1.28). In the case of Breton’s tale, 

he adds a footnote to explain the Gothic history of the photographed castle, and, by proxy, 

of the cityscape: ‘It was Louis VI who, at the beginning of the twelfth century, built a royal 

castle in the forest of Laye, the origin of the present chateau and the town of Saint-
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Germain73’ (Trans.Howard:1960:112). Yet, in this tale of two lovers, historical fact is 

subordinated to the psychological drive of the narrative – an incidental footnote. However, 

the footnote also differentiates the medieval buildings of Paris from the ‘revived’ buildings 

of Bruges. Such a footnote, of course, also served to demonstrate Breton’s general culture.  

Figure 1.27 Anon.  Untitled, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown, in Georges Rodenbach 

(1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.190 Available online at 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier (Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

Figure 1.28 Anon. Là, tout en haut du château dans la tour de droite, 1928, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in André Breton (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) 

p.717 

 

Another trope apparent in both works is that of mirroring and doubling. Breton constructs a 

serigraphy of Nadja’s ‘fern-coloured eyes’ (Trans. Howard: 1960: 111) whilst mirror images 

and shadows of the city abound in Bruges-La-Morte. Rodenbach’s Bruges teems with watery 

reflections, as this is where Viane often hallucinates images of his dead wife whilst he 

wanders the streets alone. Viane cries ‘the waters were no-longer stagnant, the mirror 

lived’ (Trans. Duncan: 1993:142). Both Breton and Rodenbach equate their respective lovers 

to an eternal symbol. Indeed, after Nadja’s death, she remains present in essence. 

Representation is key and Rodenbach enacts a mise-en-abyme (Lowrie: 2008:157) by 

                                                 
73 The Abbot Suger, commonly credited with instigating the rise of French Gothic Architecture, was an advisor 
to Louis VI. Therefore, one can consider that the castle featured in Nadja contains elements of Gothic style.  
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constantly referring to but never visually depicting portraiture of Viane’s deceased wife. The 

city is the only visually concrete character. Lowrie also views the décor described in Bruges-

La-Morte as the mise en abyme of the character’s souls. In Nadja, perhaps a different 

aesthetic is in operation. Objects are not perceived as being owned by someone but as 

someone’s creation and a transactional item. Breton includes a photograph of the 

cosmopolitan, eclectic Marché aux Puces, which heavily influenced the Surrealists’ 

exhibition style. Naturally, objects emanating from all over the world could be found there. 

Breton also takes photographs of Nadja’s automatic drawings, which assume the form of 

artefacts that have emanated directly from her psyche. The cosmopolitan human being is 

very much alive and well in Nadja whereas in Bruges-La-Morte, Viane, a culturally literate 

museum-goer, is literally cloistered by the universal religious norms of the nunnery. A 

woman is not allowed to penetrate the walls of a widowed man. Cosmopolitan existence is 

private rather than public. 

 

Figure 1.29 Anon. Untitled, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown in Georges Rodenbach 

(1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.1 Available online at 

Figure 1.30 André Breton, Ses yeux de fougère, n.d, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

André Breton (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p.715.  

Furthermore, for the Surrealists, the cosmopolitan is often most apparent in meeting places. 

There is an abundance of communal spaces present in Nadja: Hotels, cafés, restaurants, 

shops and further commercial entities. Indeed, chance encounters such as happening upon 

an Arabian fortune teller affirm the cosmopolitan dynamic of Paris which is reflected in the 
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photography by Boiffard subtitled Boulevard Magenta devant le « Sphinx-Hôtel ». 

Conversely, despite its fin-de-siècle setting, the only place in Bruges-La-Morte which depicts 

a place of congregation is the church.  All of the seats are arranged for a service but the lofty 

chamber and vaulted ceilings remain eerily empty which perhaps is a sign of a surreptitious 

fin-de-siècle disenchantment with religion. However, Ledger (1995: 184) notes that during 

the fin-de-siècle ‘The language of public life, of public institutions and of public behaviour 

was grounded in the ethics of Christian doctrine’. Rodenbach’s work, however, critiques this 

sense of religious hegemony. Instead of the serendipitous encounters that drive the 

narrative of Nadja, in Bruges, the plot thickens due to the purely internal psychological 

disposition of Hugues Viane. Nadja also develops as a psychological drama but that is based 

around the interaction of two beings rather than solitude and a purgatorial state of 

existence where mourning never ceases. It is clear from the reaction of the nunnery that it 

would not be socially acceptable for Viane to take another lover.  Overall, it would seem 

that 1920’s Paris flânerie was more conducive to individuality and syncretism rather than 

the spectral canals of fin-de-siècle Bruges. The emptiness of the Church Rodenbach chooses 

to cement as a photograph, equally conveys his perception of Catholicism as vacuous. 
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Figure 1.31 J.A Boiffard Boulevard Magenta devant le « Sphinx-Hôtel »,1928, photograph, 

16.8 x 12cm in Breton, A. (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p.710 

Figure 1.32 Anon. Untitled, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown in Georges Rodenbach 

(1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.154 Available online at 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier (Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

 

Whilst Bruges-La-Morte very much focusses on fin-de-siècle contemporaneity and the grasp 

of religious dogma, Nadja does indeed make historical references to religion and many 

punctuate the narrative intermittently. Nadja and Breton are sitting at a café when a beggar 

persistently attempts to sell pictures and commentaries upon French history, specifically 

those of Louis VI and VII. Christianity is omnipresent in the pictures and the religious 

zealousness of the era is accurately depicted despite their poor quality. Indeed, during the 

reign of Louis VII, the Abbot Suger ordered the development of French Gothic architecture, 

centralization of the state and the construction of Notre-Dame Cathedral. Upon receiving 

money, the beggar, in turn, invokes God imploring, ‘God bless you, Sir’ (Trans. Howard: 

1960:97). However, it is telling that the majority of religious references in Nadja are purely 

historical. References from the Judaeo-Christian tradition are completely removed from the 

contemporaneous cityscape, whereas they continues to infiltrate every crevice of Bruges. 

Indeed, another religious reference is made in Nadja, this time to the Middle-Ages. Paolo 

Uccello pictorially captures the anti-Semitic, anti-cosmopolitan legend of La Profanation de 

l’Hostie in 1469. The piece depicts the demand of sacramental bread from a woman as 

payment by a Jewish debt collector, which would render the bread profane. The bread is 

taken to be deconsecrated and the implicated woman is burnt on a pyre. During the Middle-

Ages, the legend would have been spread to discourage commingling of peoples of different 

faiths. In Nadja, Louis Aragon sends Breton a photographic reproduction of the work to 

ponder over and he comments that the work is ‘quite difficult to interpret’ (Trans. Howard: 

1960:94). Indeed the ritualistic nature of the punishment and the second scene of the 

predella, which Breton photographs, depicts the emotional reaction of innocent children to 

the purge. In Bruges-La-Morte, adherence to Christian mores certainly played a part in the 

madness of the protagonist as he struggles to copulate whilst a Christian procession is 

audible beyond a bridge outside his castle.  
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Figure 1.33 André Breton La Profanation de L’hostie, 1928, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in André Breton (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p.704 

Figure 1.34 Anon. Untitled, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown in Georges Rodenbach 

(1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.146 Available online at 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier (Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

 

Both texts also make use of photographed artefacts and reliquaries. In Nadja, a photograph 

of an Easter Island sculpture draws attention to the cosmopolitan nature of the Parisian art-

market and the world-wide dissemination of Oceanic sculpture. Indeed, Breton was an avid 

collector of Oceanic art and was even buried with his favourite piece in 1966 (Tythacott: 

2003:145). Breton focusses upon Nadja’s reaction to this exotic object as stimuli as she 

spontaneously cries: ‘I love you, I love you’ (Trans. Howard: 1960:129). Breton’s 

cosmopolitan collection of art induces romantic feelings via an intentional exoticism. The 

object is a proxy for Breton’s psyche, which is here presented as unbound by European 

traditions. Nadja also comments upon a conical mask from New Brittany, which makes her 

cry ‘Goodness, Chimène’ (Trans. Howard: 1960:129). These reactions typify the Surrealist 

precept of convulsive beauty. The primitive object acts as an intermediary to stimulate 

emotion between Breton and Nadja. By inscribing alterity upon his persona, Breton 

becomes more of an attractive proposition to Nadja. This seems to situate text and 

photography as a cosmopolitan resource. Through photography, Breton is rendering widely 
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accessible the Polynesian statue, canonising its aesthetic. The photograph distributes a 

certainty and materiality of another culture that mere description cannot.  

Furthermore, it would be a misnomer to state that Nadja is a completely secularised 

novella. Whilst Christianity is no longer pervasive as it the case in Bruges-La-Morte, the 

presence of Oceanic objects are intended to resemble gods from other traditions. The 

sculptures also invite a discussion surrounding myth whereby ‘Nadja has also represented 

herself many times with the features of Melusina, which of all the mythological personalities 

is the one she seems to have felt closest to herself’ (Trans. Howard:1960:129). Melusina was 

a folkloric female god represented by a spring of fresh water with a mermaid-like form from 

the waist-down. Thus, Nadja almost becomes an ethereal phenomenon. The form of the 

human being oscillates between text and image, finally ending up as an ineffable essence in 

a liminal zone between these two entities. Much like the resemblance of Jane to Viane’s 

dead wife, Nadja tries to emulate herself in the form of Melusina by having her hairdresser 

style her hair in the same way as the mythical goddess.  

Figure 1.35 Anon. Photograph of Easter Island Sculpture, 1928, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in André Breton (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p.733 

Figure 1.36 Anon. Photograph of Conical Mask from New Brittany, 1928, photograph, 
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dimensions unknown in Breton, A. (1988) Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p. 

731.  

The photographed artefacts in Bruges-La-Morte exclusively pertain to religious reliquaries 

from the Christian tradition. Two such items are photographed, namely, The Reliquary of the 

Holy Blood and the Shrine of Saint Ursula by Hans Memling. This is situated in the museum 

of the Old St John’s hospital. Viane, being a cultural aesthete himself, states ‘among all his 

resorts, however, that which he loved most was the Hospital of Saint-John’ (Trans. 

Duncan:1993:266). This, in turn, evokes what the Surrealists would term flânerie, but this 

time as a religious ritual. Again, the international Gothic and its religious associations 

permeate Bruges’ cityscape from architecture to object. The Old Hospital is described as an 

artistic sanctuary but unlike Nadja, art has not yet been fully secularised. The shrine of Saint 

Ursula depicts the massacre of these virgin martyrs and surreptitiously precludes Viane’s 

own murderous capabilities. Death is transposed into poesis: ‘though the blood flows, it is in 

the colour of rose’ (Trans. Duncan: 1993:269-270). Rodenbach uses one of the most ancient 

techniques reinvigorated by photo-literature to create a sense of foreboding; ekphrasis. 

Rodenbach poetically describes the artwork thus: ‘the artist has given expression to the 

mystic conception that the joyousness of the Virgin is only a species of transubstantiation 

and a harbinger of the bliss which in Paradise awaits the redeemed’ (Trans. Duncan: 

1993:271). The textual description of the artwork pictured in the photograph enhances an 

increasing sense of metaphysicality that pervades the narrative as the omnipresence of 

religion transcends different forms of media. Whilst Oceanic art stirs the passions of Nadja, 

Viane is emotionally moved by the Shrine and ‘these great Flemish artists, who have 

bequeathed to us pictures which might be described with an equal degree of appositeness 

either as votive-offerings or incarnations of prayer.’ (Trans. Duncan: 1993:272). His latent 

piety comes to the fore through art whilst he is prepared to transcend Christian morality in 

his own private love life. Despite the transcendence of religion, Viane evokes a quasi-

nationalist sense of pride in Flemish artistic heritage and conflates the universal spirit of 

religion with the renderings of nationally specific art-historical movement.  
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Figure 1.37 Anon. Reliquary of the Holy Blood, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Georges Rodenbach. (1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.259 Available online at 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier (Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

 

Figure 1.38 Anon. The Shrine of Saint Ursula by Hans Memling, 1892, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in Georges Rodenbach (1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p. 

189 Available online at https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier 

(Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

Statues of historically significant figures also pervade the cosmopolitan cityscapes of both 

Nadja and Bruges-La-Morte. Breton features a statue of the controversial figure Etienne 

Dolet constructed in 1889. Dolet questioned the monopoly of the Catholic Church and was 

eventually burnt for heresy, after fleeing to Italy but deciding to return to France. Dolet was 

a cosmopolitan by nature, able to converse in several languages. Nevertheless, Breton 

alludes to his Janus-faced character. He was also accused of homicide for which he was 

controversially pardoned as a means of self-defence. Breton chooses a deliberately morally 

complex character to muse over. He comments: ‘The statue of Etienne Dolet on its plinth in 

the Place Maubert in Paris has always fascinated me and induced unbearable discomfort’ 

(Trans. Howard: 1960:25). Given that statues and other forms of public art are often 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can 
be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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approved by governmental departments, it would seem that French officialdom itself is 

undoing its religious past and promoting intellectual engagement instead. Indeed, it appears 

that secularism was in fact converted into a source of national pride. In Bruges-La-Morte, 

the statue of early Netherlandish painter Jan Van Eyck stands in the photograph of an 

eponymously named square. He painted both secular and religious imagery as well as 

serving as a diplomat arranging marital allegiances between Bruges and Portugal. 

Furthermore, he frequently received many foreign commissions making the artist a highly 

transnationally mobile figure within the expanding Renaissance culture of the Burgundian 

court. He was also dispatched by King Philip the Good to paint religious iconography of the 

Holy Lands, this time travelling to maintain Christianity’s universal hegemony at the time. It 

would seem that Van Eyck, for Rodenbach, becomes an interstitial figure between 

transnational freedom and universal religious duty. Thus, a seemingly nationalistic 

commemoration belies a latent cosmopolitan plurality.  

Figure 1.39 Anon. Jan Van Eyck Square, 1892, photograph, dimensions unknown, in Georges 

Rodenbach (1892) Bruges-La-Morte (Paris: Flammarion) p.181 Available online at 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Bruges-la-Morte/Texte_entier (Accessed: 29.07.2017) 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has been 
removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the 
Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Figure 1.40 Anon. La Statue d’Etienne Dolet, 1928, photograph, in André Breton (1988) 

Œuvres Complètes Tome 1 (Paris: Gallimard) p. 656 

In terms of the art form, sculpture is perhaps the medium that has the most historic 

resonance, their subjects eternally commemorated and memorialised in a durable form. 

Within both texts, the photography of sculpture mediates layers of memory, which are 

organised by accompanying textual information. In other words, the text narrates the 

significance and time of the person; the sculpture casts the figure into cultural memory. In 

turn, the photograph distributes this cultural memory, preserving it from being forgotten. 

Indeed, in her work on the photography of sculpture, Bergstein cites the paragone of 

Leonardo, ‘the one advantage that sculpture has [over painting] is that of offering a greater 

resistance to time’ (1992:475). Bergstein cites a publication of the UN’s cultural branch 

UNESCO from 1950 entitled ‘International Directory of the Photographic Archives of Works 

of Art’ (1992:478). Indeed, with regard to Sculpture in particular, Bergstein comments: ‘the 

UNESCO repertoire seems to have presented the photography of art, packaged and indexed 

as a cultural prelude to the political unification of the world’ (1992:479). This phenomenon 

is clearly at work throughout Bruges-La-Morte as early as 1892 and Nadja wherein 

photographs of art and architecture portray the cityscape as a place of potential historical 

unity, immune to the vicissitudes of human relations. 

1.5 Summary  

 

This chapter hopes to have demonstrated substantial links between Symbolist and Surrealist 

photography from a cosmopolitan perspective. Practising artists such as Claude Cahun drew 

from the mythological Orient of the Symbolists alongside the international political 

engagement and Hegelian dialectics of the Surrealists. This produced a photographic opus 

replete with non-European iconography and cosmopolitan political convictions. Alfred 

Stieglitz's Camera Work, founded in 1903, was one of the first journals to disseminate art 

from diverse cultural traditions to an international audience. Although the core aim of the 

journal was to revolutionise the photographic form itself, a cosmopolitan editorial policy, 

geographical breadth of imagery, and international following of subscribers accompanied 

this. The Surrealist journal Minotaure had a similar editorial strategy but rather than a focus 

on form, the journal was intent on de-stabilising the Western art-historical canon, 
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juxtaposing both Surrealist creations and non-Western art. This practice enabled the reader 

to consider both Surrealist and non-Western art on a level of potential equality. Finally, the 

first work of photo-literature by Georges Rodenbach was a highly significant visual and 

literary innovation, centering Bruges as a cosmopolitan travel destination through images of 

brooding Gothic architecture. His work enabled the cosmopolitan cityscape to assume the 

form of a character in its own right. This trope is continued in Nadja, where Paris provides 

the backdrop for a panoply of aleatory transnational encounters from flea markets and 

Oceanic objects to Arabian fortune tellers. Reference to Hegel has substantiated the 

presence of both a universal and anti-nationalist Cosmopolitanism within the Symbolist and 

Surrealist movements. In sum, Symbolist photography provided a pivotal link upon which 

Surrealist photography’s vision built, invoking a cosmopolitan practice in the face of 

prevailing currents of nationalism and fascism in the inter-war epoch.  
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Chapter 2:  
Photography 
and 
Cosmopolitanism 
in Surrealist 
Journals: 
Minotaure and 
Documents. 
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2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter will explore cosmopolitan elements of Surrealist journals through recourse to 

both photographic images and texts. This strategy is methodologically developed by Dawn 

Ades in L’Amour Fou: Photography and Surrealism (1985:155-195) and her approach will be 

drawn upon in this chapter.  Reference is made to a Kantian conception of Cosmopolitanism 

and the idea of a ‘universal community’ (Kant 1991:107). This chapter will argue that the 

Surrealist journals Documents and Minotaure both sought to reify a universal conception of 

artistic endeavour through the interspersing and intermixing of world cultures with modern 

Euro-American works without ascribing a privileged status to either entity. Indeed, in the 

preface written by the editorial group at Minotaure, (1933:1: 1) it is stated that: ‘Our 

intention is for each edition of Minotaure to assume the form of a homogenous publication, 

wholly committed to embracing all the scientific and predominant issues of today being 

firmly situated in the here and now’ 74.  In a similar vein, Georges Bataille conceives a 

universalising role for the museum affirming that: ‘The Museum is where man can finally 

contemplate himself in all his different guises.’ (Documents: 1930:300)75. As such, a 

universal form of Cosmopolitanism is explored in this chapter as elaborated in the thesis 

introduction.  

 

Yet, scholars tend to focus on the division between respective journal editors André Breton 

and Georges Bataille, the former postulating an ‘idealistic’ version of Surrealism and the 

latter arguing for a ‘base materialist’ perspective (Ades: 2006:11). This is not a conception I 

wish to challenge. Indeed, Breton ferociously takes aim at Bataille’s ‘matéralisme anti-

dialectique’ [anti-dialectic materialism] and his magazine Documents in the Second 

Manifesto of Surrealism (1929) (Breton: 1988:1:825).  However, there are substantive 

grounds to argue that Minotaure (1933-1939), under the editorship of André Breton, and 

Documents (1929-1930), edited by George Bataille, promote a similar stance on global art 

history and each propound a highly cosmopolitan worldview.  

                                                 
74 ‘Notre intention est de faire de chaque livraison de MINOTAURE un ouvrage homogène, complet, et qui 
doive à la volonté d’embrasser tous les aspects d’une des préoccupations à la fois dominantes et scientifiques 
d’aujourd’hui d’apparaitre vraiment situe dans le temps.’  
75 ‘Le musée est le miroir colossal dans lequel l’homme se contemple enfin sous toutes les faces.’ 
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Indeed, many writers associated with the development of the ethnographic Trocadéro 

museum published in both journals. Moreover, archival holdings of the former Trocadéro 

will show that the director, Georges Henri-Rivière, corresponded frequently with both 

Albert Skira, publisher of Minotaure, and Georges Bataille. In the case of Documents, 

Tythacott (2003: 240) notes that the journal was funded by Georges Wildenstein who, ‘was 

closely aligned with the museum, being elected to the Conseil d’Administration de la société 

des Amis du musée d’Ethnographie de Trocadéro.’  Indeed, the time lag between the 

publication of Documents and Minotaure coincides with Mission Dakar-Djibouti which 

ostensibly caused the dissolution of Documents. The second edition of Minotaure is 

dedicated to the Mission Dakar-Djibouti and is dominated by Trocadéro-based writers 

alongside the work of Surrealist ethnographer Michel Leiris who had previously published in 

Documents beforehand on several occasions. As such, the ethnographic museum could be 

considered the hidden powerbroker in formulating the publication strategies of both 

journals.  During the run of Minotaure, by 1937 the Trocadéro would change its name to the 

Musée de L’homme. As Tythacott (2003:102) notes the change in title served ‘to evoke the 

Universalist, democratic and egalitarian humanism (…) a potent political ideal in the context 

of accelerating racism in Europe’, harbouring a certain resonance with Kantian philosophy 

and an ontological conception of Cosmopolitanism. 

 

Cosmopolitanism can be equally aligned to the works André Breton as well as those of 

Georges Bataille. This dualistic assertion of Cosmopolitanism will be reified by readings of 

Kantian theory in conjunction with several empirical, contemporary cosmopolitan thinkers 

such as Kwame Antony Appiah, Homi Bhabha, and Jeremy Waldron. These perspectives will 

serve to attenuate the schism between Bataille and Breton through their mutual aim of 

presenting culture as something universal, bereft of national boundaries. Moreover, no 

study has explored commonalities and differences between these ostensibly similar 

journals, possibly a consequence of the ideological schism between André Breton and 

Georges Bataille. Of course, there are areas of divergence to note. Yet, Documents appears 

as a precursor to Minotaure in terms of artistic focus and cosmopolitan ideology.  In both 

cases, the Eurocentric nature of traditional art magazines is critiqued. Indeed, one wonders 

if Minotaure would have been published without the antecedent of Documents. Perhaps 

Breton even felt uneasy with previous Surrealist journals being predominantly European in 



 

 124 

coverage. Earlier Surrealist journals La Révolution Surréaliste and Le Surréalisme au Service 

de la Révolution have been thoroughly researched by Hazel Donkin in her Ph.D. thesis, 

especially in terms of photography, visual analysis, and sexuality (2010). She notes that ‘the 

Surrealists were conscious that photography was central to the circulation of ideas’ (2010: 

ii) with which this thesis wholeheartedly concurs.  Although some of the content of these 

earlier journals espouses an explicit Marxist ideology, or as Donkin puts it ‘cultural and 

political radicalism’ (2010: ii), significant elements still display a cosmopolitan interest in 

cultural hybridity but not to the extent of these later journals.  

 

At present, two key book-length publications interrogate these journals: Undercover 

Surrealism: Georges Bataille and Documents (Ades: 2006) and Regards Sur Minotaure: La 

Revue à Tête de Bête (Goerg:1987). Both of these publications focus upon the presence of 

European and North American art within the journals. This leaves the abundant Surrealist 

interest in non-Western art under-explored. Indeed, an author in the Regards sur Minotaure 

compilation states: ‘Whilst our interests are primarily directed towards the art of the era, 

we also wished to evoke the interest directed towards ethnography by presenting some 

important objects chosen amongst the three thousand pieces brought to the Museum of 

Mankind, Paris, by the Dakar-Djibouti expedition’ (Gaume: 1987:12) 76. Yet, ethnography 

permeates every volume of Minotaure, often in dialogue with contemporary Surrealist 

works. Therefore, I undertake to reveal underexplored relations between Surrealist and 

non-Western works in the journal throughout its publication run. Moreover, Gaume 

continues, ‘Unfortunately, contingency has compelled us to leave out works by artists of 

Antiquity’ (12) 77. Antiquity is, however, a core Surrealist influence that merits exploration in 

order to redress the historical lineage of Cosmopolitanism that adherents of the movement 

drew on.  

 

In terms of Undercover Surrealism, there are four very short sections that cover non-

Western art of which two contributions by Dennis Hollier on ethnography are nevertheless 

                                                 
76 ‘Si nos affinités se sont portées en premier lieu vers l’art de l’époque, nous avons cependant tenu à évoquer 
l’intérêt porte à l’ethnographie en présentant quelques objets importants choisis parmi les trois mille pièces 
rapportées au Musée de L’homme Paris par l’expédition Dakar-Djibouti’ 
77 ‘Les contingences nous ont contraints à renoncer, bien à contrecœur, aux œuvres des artistes anciens’ 
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highly instructive. Indeed, Hollier affirms that Documents instigated a ‘blurring of the line 

between the primitive and the non-primitive, valorising what both art critics and 

ethnographers would reject as inauthentic’ (Ades: 2006:60). Notwithstanding, another 

contributor, Miller, states with regard to the presence of both Western and Non-European 

art: ‘DOCUMENTS inaugurates no unified identity. It dramatises a split’ (Ades: 2006: 49). 

This chapter argues for the opposite case supported by fresh historical evidence concerning 

the intrinsic hybridity of artistic iconography, West permeating East and vice-versa. Such 

views are reflected in the Surrealists’ writings accompanying copious photography of non-

Western art. Archival evidence reveals that the Trocadéro was responsible for a substantial 

amount of non-western photography in Documents. Indeed, an assistant from the 

Trocadéro writes to Georges Bataille on the 14th February 1929 asking for payment of 72 

Francs in exchange for ‘dix-huit epreuvres photographiques’ [Eighteen photographic prints]. 

(MHN: 2 AM 1 K33b)78. Moreover, neither key text interrogates specific articles of each 

journal in depth. Close analysis will, therefore, tease out more pertinent information and 

present certain articles as meriting greater significance.  

 

This chapter begins with a comparison between photographs of Ethiopian art in both 

journals, those of Minotaure taken during the Mission Dakar-Djibouti. First, in the case of 

Africa, the trope of the mask and its photographic presence in both oeuvres is explored 

through Kantian Cosmopolitanism and Waldron’s Cosmopolitanism of minority cultures. I 

will also draw upon archival material relating to the Mission Dakar-Djibouti and the 

relationship between the Minotaure editorial team and the Musée d’Ethnographie du 

Trocadéro.  Having explored African art, I interrogate the rapport between Man Ray’s 

modernist commingling of primitive art in Minotaure compared to Boiffard’s exclusively 

Western photographic repertoire in Documents. The technique of transposition in the 

respective works will be discussed by comparing articles by Louise de Vilmorin (Minotaure), 

illustrated with a photograph by Brassaï, and George Bataille (Documents), decorated with 

microscopic flies, in relation to the diverging Kantian ideas of cosmopolitan law and 

cosmopolitan right. Third, Milstein’s idea of ‘the body cosmopolitic’ (2002) is discussed in 

relation to Minotaure’s concentration on photography of the hand and Documents musings 

                                                 
78 All archival references pertaining to the Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle are abbreviated in Harvard style to 
MHN.  
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on the big toe (photographed by Boiffard). Both journals explore how corporeal symbolism 

varies across the world. Aside from the body, contributors to both magazines are well 

versed in Antiquity. Exploration of both magazine’s cosmopolitan treatment and 

photographic representation of Greek and Macedonian art before Christ will be made. The 

next section of the Chapter will focus upon cosmopolitan art histories espoused by art 

historians in both magazines. Then, Bataille’s dictionary entry on the museum will be 

compared to Benjamin Péret’s observations on Ruins and the cultural heritage of the Eiffel 

Tower and Versailles, which is accompanied by ‘fossilised photographs’ courtesy of Raoul 

Ubac. Finally, both magazine’s treatment of art exhibitions is analysed.  

 

2.2 Africa  

Both journals appear to dispel the alterity of the so-called ‘Dark Continent’ through 

exposure to and contextualisation of its culture and rituals. In particular, both journals detail 

Ethiopian art. In Documents Marcel Griaule (who also wrote for Minotaure and spearheaded 

‘La Mission Dakar-Djibouti’) writes the article ‘Légende Illustrée de la Reine de Saba’ 

[Illustrated legend of the Queen of Sheba] (1930) where reproduced Ethiopian paintings of 

the Queen of Sheba’s voyage are displayed. In Minotaure, Deborah Liefzyc focusses on 

‘Amulettes Ethiopiennes’ [Ethiopian Amulets] (1933:No.2: 71-74). Griaule reinvigorates the 

portrayal of an ancient legend, documenting the inauguration of trade between East and 

West. Conversely, Liefzyc, as part of the Mission Dakar-Djibouti, focuses on an embodied 

artistic tradition still in practice. For Liefzyc, the amulet conserves individual sovereignty 

through personalised apparel whilst also depicting collective religious symbolism.  Liefzyc 

notes that amulets without illustrations are hard to come by (1933:No2:72).  This 

emphasises the commingling of art and the everyday, a fundamental Surrealist precept 

which Louis Aragon terms ‘Le merveilleux quotidien’ [The everyday marvellous] in Le Paysan 

de Paris (1926). Furthermore, the Ethiopian amulets are not the exclusive propriety of the 

Church; they can be used in the service of individual magic and are therefore invite a 

syncretic element, mixing autochthonous practice with the modernity of a world religion. 

Indeed, Liefzyc notes of symbolic illustrations (1933:No.2:71) that do not pertain to 

Christian iconography.   
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Here Minotaure presents us a stance on the ‘exotic’ object reminiscent of Homi Bhabha’s 

‘vernacular Cosmopolitanism’ which ‘joins contradictory notions of local specificity and 

universal Enlightenment’ (Werbner: 2006:496). A photograph representing a typical 

Abyssinian woman adorned with such amulets accompanies the article. Her relaxed 

disposition and hybrid attire attest to a commingling of European modernity with 

indigenous African practices. Furthermore, a full-page photographic reproduction of ‘Figures 

illustrant des rouleaux magiques Éthiopiennes’ [Figures illustrating magical Ethiopian scrolls] 

(1933:73) demonstrates the autonomy of the Ethiopian metaphysical. Invocations of angelic 

beings coexist with more visceral depictions of human souls guided by an intertwined 

system of universal constellations. Two of the designs are bereft of the human form and 

elaborate an intricate geometry of interlinking symbols whose value seems purely aesthetic 

in nature. Hence, it appears that the metaphysical is subordinated to life on earth and the 

mutual plight of humanity. 

 The concrete object of the amulet is equally the material incarnation of Kant’s 

cosmopolitan law, conceived of as a universal principle, whereby one has the right to visit 

and interact with other peoples without imposing oneself on them as would be the case of 

colonialism. As Kant puts it: ‘Cosmopolitan law shall be limited to the conditions of universal 

hospitality.’ (Kleingeld: 1998:75). Indeed, Christianity entered Ethiopia organically without 

the interference of missionaries. Moreover, Ethiopia had not been occupied by foreign 

forces at the time of the Dakar-Djibouti mission79.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
79 Ethiopia was briefly occupied by Italy in 1936 before being freed by Allied forces in 1941. 
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Figure 2.1 Deborah Lifchitz Women Wearing Ethiopian Amulets, 1933, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in Minotaure No.2 (1933) p.71 

Figure 2.2 Deborah Lifchitz Ethiopian Amulets Designs, 1933, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in Minotaure No.2 (1933) p.73 

For Griaule in Documents, this supposed harmony between East and West is troubled. He 

notes that the legend of the Queen of Sheba is popular with foreign visitors to the nation.  

Hollier comments in Ades (2006:144) that Sheba was a ‘subject endowed with an obvious 

propaganda value for a regime that never missed an opportunity to loot its legitimacy in 

mythical Solomonic origins.’ A photographic reproduction of the legend shows an 

elaboration of vignettes, clearly depicting the narrative of the story with an emphasis on the 

element of gift-giving and trade, a key tenet of Cosmopolitanism.  Here, photographic 

reproduction is a cosmopolitan vector, rendering distant aesthetics accessible. In the case of 

Minotaure, such a vector, did not, however prevent the pillaging of objects during the 

Mission Dakar-Djibouti. In colonial circumstances, a photographic reproduction would not 

suffice, the coloniser still being enthralled by the mythological qualities of ‘aura’.  

The Queen of Sheba story stands, by proxy, for a tale inaugurating the birth of the nation. In 

the case of the Sheba story, the valency of trade can transcend the hegemony of the nation-

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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state and may itself be a symbol of cosmopolitan endeavour. Indeed, trade can be 

considered thoroughly cosmopolitan notwithstanding colonial machinations. As Appiah 

(2006:102) notes in a Ghanaian context: ‘I don’t know who was the first Asante to make the 

pilgrimage to Mecca, but his trip would have followed trade routes that are far older than 

the kingdom.’ In other words, trade may precede the nation-state. The necessity to create a 

viable economy is seen to be historically more important than the enshrining of political 

structures that create a nation. Therefore, Appiah surreptitiously concludes that the 

foundations of the economy tend to be cosmopolitan rather than national.  

Griaule also questions the rapport between ecclesiastical institutions and Ethiopian artists, 

indeed noting of many who refused to depict the Queen of Sheba. He goes on to claim that 

‘Abyssinian painting is above all destined to the decoration of Churches’ (1930:9) 80, which 

stifles room for individual artistic expression ‘as if he wished to rid his painting of all 

material preoccupation, of all stains’ (1930:9) 81. He notes of the nascent freedom granted 

to Ethiopian painters to decorate the rooms of prestigious people who drew from foreign 

influences (1930:10). Here, it would seem that Griaule is calling for a terrestrial conception 

of Cosmopolitanism, and is disassociating Cosmopolitanism from the religious institution. 

Griaule cites the hypocrisy of Ethiopian painters sent by the King of Ethiopia to Paris ‘who 

studied in our schools an art only relevant to our regions’ (1930:10) 82. Whilst the amulet of 

Minotaure conserves the sense of self within a cosmopolitan framework, Ethiopian painting, 

under the aegis of the nation’s king, is presented as a form of diplomacy to the West. This 

seems to resonate with Frantz Fanon’s (1965:160-161) elaboration of Cosmopolitanism as a 

double edged-sword wielded by the elite classes. He observes ‘the national bourgeoisie of 

each of these two great religions (Christianity and Islam), which has totally assimilated 

colonialist thought in its most corrupt form, takes over from the Europeans and establishes 

in the continent a racial philosophy which is extremely harmful for the future of Africa’ 

(1965:160-161).   For Fanon, Africa is still viewed as a cultural colony for all intents and 

purposes due to the advent of world religions. 

                                                 
80 ‘La peinture abyssine est avant tout destinée à la décoration des églises’ 
81 ‘comme s’il voulait dégager sa peinture de toute préoccupation matérielle, de toute souillure’ 
82 ‘qui étudient dans nos écoles un art valable seulement pour nos régions. 
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Ultimately though, Griaule’s focus is upon artistic autonomy and this is indelibly linked to 

the sovereignty of the citizenry inherent in cosmopolitan thought, evoking, for example, 

Kant’s goal in Idea of ‘establishing a law-governed civil constitution among individuals’ 

(Kant: 2006: 9). That said, we must question Griaule’s own positioning vis-à-vis colonial 

authorities. His mission to Ethiopia was carried out under the auspices of the official French 

administration. Yet, in Jolly’s words, Griaule notably, ‘opposed the French administration’s 

policy of assimilation’ (Jolly: 2001:177) 83. Indeed, he is consistent throughout his career in 

the proselytising of cultural diversity and even worked for UNESCO after the Second World 

War in order to wield influence in this domain. Notwithstanding, it seems that during 

Griaule’s institutional apogee in the 1930s, ethnography worked in service of colonialism 

but against the cultural hegemony of European art. Although Griaule called for a more 

‘humane’ colonialism at the  ‘International Congress for the Cultural Evolution of Colonial 

Peoples’ in 1937, the ethnographer seems to adopt a position of politically subordinating 

the other whilst culturally emancipating them. Indeed, he never denounced official colonial 

activities.  

 

Conversely, the core Surrealists staged a fervently anti-colonial exhibition in 1931. Yet, the 

Surrealists too, in the domain of culture, seem to reside in a state of exception apropos 

cultural colonialism, publishing Griaule’s Mission Dakar-Djibouti in Minotaure and the 

looted artefacts that would become the property of France. Undoubtedly, any complicity 

with the political aspect of colonialism undermines any sense of cultural Cosmopolitanism. 

Indeed, a press cutting from the Muséum d’histoire Naturelle archives reveals that the 

Mission catalysed a resurgence in colonial pride with reporter Clovis Arel writing for 

L’Homme Libre on the 13th of October 1931 stating: ‘The Griaule mission will begin its 

immense voyage from Dakar to Djibouti (…) It’s the colonial idea itself that will breathe new 

life’ (MHN: 2 AM 1 B9) 84. Whilst the core Surrealist grouping had no qualms in directly 

publishing a government-funded colonial mission in Minotaure, it appears that Bataille 

appeared more reticent in doing so. For example, on the 16th of May 1929, Georges Henri 

Rivière writes to Bataille asking him to include two exhibition reviews in the subsequent 

                                                 
83 ‘s'oppose à la politique d'assimilation de l'administration française’ 
84 ‘La mission Griaule se lancera sur l’immense trajet Dakar-Djibouti… c’est l’idée coloniale elle-même qui va 
briller un lustre nouveau’ 
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edition of Documents. He asks for a review of an exhibition of French painting at the Fogg 

Art Museum in Harvard. This is duly published in the next edition. However, Rivière pleads 

with Bataille to visit the ‘Exposition des Colonies Francaises’ stating, ‘I am reminding you to 

urgently visit the exhibiton of the Geographic society and to photographic one of the Bison 

skins lent by the Trocadéro’ (MHN : 2 AM 1 K 33b) 85. Such an article does not appear in any 

subsequent edition of Documents. Whilst it remains conjecture, Bataille’s refusual to publish 

this exhibition review could be due to its colonial title which would be difficult to condone 

by a magazine questioning notions of euro-centricity.  

 

Despite attempts of magazines such as Documents and Minotaure, non-Western art 

remained widely viewed as culturally subordinate. However, this is something Griaule tried 

desperately to overturn. Indeed, in an interview with the journal Beaux Arts on the 1 

February 1931, before the mission departure Griaule comments: 

 

A spirit of relativism is the moral lesson that ethnography teaches us, instead of 
mistrusting black people or being mystified by them, we could form a new 
mindset, we need to understand they are just people like us, with customs 
similar to our own (MHN:2 AM 1 B9) 86 

 

Despite deep-set racial prejudice, relatively speaking, archival evidence reveals that the 

special issue of Minotaure dedicated to the Mission Dakar-Djibouti sold very well. In a letter 

sent by the head of the Trocadéro, Georges Henri-Rivière, to Albert Skira on the 25th April 

1933, he agrees to editorial conditions of 90 pages, 4000 copies, and a sale price of 25 

francs and a discount of 40% for members of the Friends of the Trocadéro Society.  

Interestingly, Rivière also notes: ‘We will send you all the articles and take care of all 

editorial matters’ (MHN: 2 AM 1 K88a) 87. In short, this special edition of Minotaure is 

entirely run by staff of the Trocadéro museum; Skira’s journal a mere conduit to help them 

disseminate their research findings worldwide.  

                                                 
85 ‘Je te rappelle qu’il faut visiter d’urgence l’exposition de La société de géographie et de faire photographier 
une des peaux de Bison prêtée par le Trocadéro.’ 
86  ‘Animés de cet esprit relativiste qui est la grande leçon morale qu’il convient de tirer des études 
ethnographiques, nous pourrons participer à la formation d’un nouvel état d’esprit. Loin de mépriser les noirs 
ou de nous émerveiller béatement, nous nous rendons compte qu’ils sont des gens comme nous, avec des 
coutumes très analogues aux nôtres.’ 
87 ‘Nous vous remettrons tous les articles et nous nous occuperons entièrement de la rédaction.’ 
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Granted the Surrealists’ enduring relationship with the Trocadéro for artistic inspiration and 

the presence of Michel Leiris as an expedition member, no editorial protest appears to have 

been made against this. On the 6th October 1933, Thérèse Rivière (wife of Georges Henri 

Rivière) states to Skira that 82 copies of Minotaure have been sold at the Trocadéro and 

asks for commission. Moreover, Skira’s global publishing organisation allows copies of the 

special edition of Minotaure to be sent to several important cultural organisations and 

figures. For example, eight copies are sent to Josephine Baker, one copy is sent to a French 

doctor in Djibouti, five copies are sent to the British Museum, two to the Peabody Museum 

at Harvard University and four to the National Museum of Mexico. (MHN: 2 AM 1 K88a). 

Complimentary copies are sent to (amongst others) the Smithsonian, the Chicago Field 

Museum and the New York Museum for National History. Hence, the rapport between 

Surrealism and ethnography develops a worldwide appreciation (albeit an erudite and 

specialised one) through careful alliances with publishers and official institutions. Indeed, 

press reports reveal that the Mission received 700,000 francs of aid from the French 

government. Moreover, archival evidence reveals copious private funders. Notably, Charles 

Ratton (whose Gallery would host the Exposition d’Objets Surréalistes in 1936) is asked by 

museum director Georges Henri Rivière to give a donation of 1,000 francs to the Griaule 

Mission (MHN: 2AM 1 K81d). As such, one should question whether these large amounts of 

money went towards the affirmation of cultural diversity or colonial prowess.  Indeed, 

Tythacott (2003:96) aptly states, ‘Surrealists were fervently anti-colonial and anti-

capitalistic, intrinsically opposed to the plundering of indigenous cultural wealth for the 

European market. Nevertheless, they amassed as much as they could from the colonial 

metropolis.’ As such, whilst the Surrealists certainly interpreted non-Western art in a 

cosmopolitan manner, their methods of provenance cannot be seen as commensurate with 

an anti-colonial ideology. 
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Figure 2.3 Marcel Griaule Detail from Legend of the Queen of Sheba, 1930, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in Documents Volume 2 (1930) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.11 

In the context of the Surrealist’s preoccupation with African cultures and artefacts, the 

trope of mask is common to both Documents and Minotaure. The mask becomes a 

revelatory object, associated with the idea of a multifarious, cosmopolitan identity.  

Consequently, a comparison between Michel Leiris’s ‘Masques Dogons’ [Dogon Masks] in 

‘Minotaure’ (1933) and ‘Masques Janus du Cross River’ [Janus-Faced masks from Cross-

River] by Dr. Eckart Von Sydnow in Documents (1930) is instructive. Leiris here aligns the 

mask to a performative role and exacerbates alterity somewhat by emphasizing the Dogon 

mask as the ritual emblem of male secret societies within tribes. Leiris erroneously transfers 

the iconography of the mask exclusively to non-Western art. This seems somewhat dubious 

in a context within which Flemish artist James Ensor anchored the mask to a European 

identity. Indeed, Tannenbaum (1951:53) comments, ‘here in Ostend he found in the carnival 

mask the vivid concentration of meaning for which Gauguin was to search for in Tahiti and 

the next generation of African art.’ Invoking alterity instead of similarity seems to belie a 

universal cosmopolitan intent of aiming towards a mutual cultural comprehension. Masks 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged 
version of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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were used in similar ways in both ‘primitive’ and Western cultures. Moreover, Ensor’s masks 

have been aligned to Bakhtin’s theorisation of the carnivalesque (Dwyer: 2007) as indeed 

can the Dogon masks. The usual societal hierarchy is temporarily disrupted. Therefore, it 

could be argued that Leiris attempts to question the hierarchies of both European and 

African societies through the exploration of a communal ritual. This places Leiris’s 

Cosmopolitanism and his fervent anti-colonialism to the left of his expedition partner 

Griaule who never attempted to undermine or question his own society’s foundations 

through the prism of the other.  

 

Interestingly, Leiris temporally situates the masks in the here and now instead of invoking 

any ancient tradition commenting: ‘the masks reproduced here were being used when the 

mission procured them’ (1933:No.2: 51) 88. Photography proves a vital medium here in 

capturing autochthonous peoples dancing with the masks mid-movement, emphasising the 

contemporaneous nature of the ritual. For Leiris, the mask is a symbol of African modernity, 

not tribal Antiquity. Iain Walker (1997:642) notes that the article contains ‘an image which 

has more recently been included as an example of collage in an exhibition of Surrealist art.’ 

Furthermore, masks are displayed alongside extensive artistic photography of muses and 

mannequins if we gloss the content of Minotaure as a whole. This cements the presentation 

of the mask’s modernity. Indeed, by ascribing modernity to the mask, the works are 

indelibly viewed from a prism of European hegemony.  

This is what Leiris’s narrative leads us to believe until the final photo of ‘les masques usagés’ 

[Worn-out masks] (1933:No.2: 51) and the revelation that ‘they were discovered in a rocky 

mountain range where the village inhabitants had discarded the masks and accessories after 

having converted to Islam’ (51) 89. Whilst Leiris endeavours to adopt a neutral tone, the 

word, ‘disgarded’ is telling. Yet, it is Leiris’s view which presents these objects as having an 

artistic status necessitating their conservation, Dogon peoples wore these masks and did 

not render them totemic in a glass cabinet for museum display. Indeed, Tythacott (2003:64) 

notes: ‘Dogon Masks from Mali were not necessarily meant to be seen. They were kept in 

                                                 
88 ‘les masques reproduits ici étaient en active lorsque la mission se les est procurés’ 
89 ‘Ils ont été découverts dans un massif rocheux ou les habitants du village avaient relégués les masques et 
leurs accessoires après s’être convertis à l’islamisme’ 
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sacred graves or caves sanctuaries outside villages.’ Regarding the villagers’ conversion to 

Islam referred to by Leiris, no moral judgement is explicitly made here but a world religion is 

seen to have destroyed the cultural idiosyncrasies of a tribe. The masks languish as detritus. 

In other words, the ‘cosmopolitan’ influence of a world religion has in fact eroded instead of 

commingled with a culture as was seen in the case of the Ethiopian amulets.  With regard to 

culture, Kant (2006:39) states in the Critique of Judgement that ‘culture can be the ultimate 

end which one can reasonably attribute to nature with regard to the human species.’ In 

other words, the human being, as an exceptional case, is uniquely endowed with creative 

capabilities. Notwithstanding, (as in the instance of the Dogon masks), in order to attain 

culture as an ‘ultimate end’, the plurality of different cultures is potentially suppressed as 

one belief system engulfs another. Hence, religion trumps cosmopolitanism as religious 

belief proposes a transcendent set of values and beliefs as opposed to a cosmopolitan 

plurality of world views.    

Figure 2.4 Michel Leiris Dogon Tribe Wearing Masks, 1933, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in Minotaure no.2 (1933) p.45 

Figure 2.5 Michel Leiris Disused Dogon Masks, 1933, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Minotaure no.2 (1933) p.51 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
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Turning to Documents, ‘Masques Janus du Cross River’ (1930) is a highly detailed article, 

which focuses more on the composition of the mask itself than on its usage as in Minotaure. 

In the first sentence, the hegemony of Europe as a world centre for artistic production is 

overturned. Von Syndow praises ‘West African civilisation which comprises the most fecund 

centers of artistic production’ (1930:321) 90. The iconographical focus is upon Janus Masks 

which bear two heads ‘diamétralement opposées’ [diametrically opposed] (322). The form 

alone provides commentary on the intrinsic multiplicity of identity, which segues neatly into 

a cosmopolitan vision. Indeed, Brown (2009:131) invoking Kant’s vision, observes that ‘The 

first premise of Kant’s pragmatic anthropology is to suggest that cultures are already 

cosmopolitan. That is, cultures are indeterminate amalgamations of various influences that 

consist of a multiplicity of allegiances, ideas, beliefs, and values.’  Further to this, 

commentary on the masks’ colour scheme is equally elucidatory. It is stated that the masks 

usually contain oppositional colours on either side such as black or white. (Documents: 

1930: 323). This informs us that the masks are not exclusively carved in the indigenous 

people’s own image. Moreover, Von Syndow even goes so far as to state some of the masks 

display [traits Caucasians] ‘Caucasian traits’ (324). Indeed, the author does not rule out 

cultural exchange with the Greeks as a cultural source for the unique appearance of these 

hybrid masks.  Cosmopolitan theory argues, as Waldron (1992:781-782) states: ‘the 

cosmopolitan strategy is not to deny the role of culture in the constitution of human life, 

but to question the assumption that the social world divides neatly into particular distinct 

cultures.’ Indeed, the mask is not a product of a homogenous culture but of a 

heterogeneous one. 

As such, these masks are contemporary pieces and not ancient artefacts, something that 

Minotaure innovatively draws attention to; tribes have forthwith had contact with European 

explorers and settlers. Doubtless, these kinds of pivotal encounter could inform aesthetic 

representation. With this hybridity in mind, Von Syndow overturns the reference point of 

Hellenic art as that of original beauty. He comments the Janus masks ‘present 

characteristics assuredly more beautiful and more expressive than any old Hellenic work’ 

(1930:326) 91. Henceforth, the mask is divided by Von Syndow into two categories: the 

                                                 
90 ‘La civilisation de l’ouest –africain, qui comprend des centres de production artistiques les plus féconds’ 
91 ‘présentent des traits assurément plus beaux et plus expressifs que n’importe quelle oeuvre hellénique’ 
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‘sublime’ and the ‘démonique’, which provides fertile ground for an exploration of 

cosmopolitan ontology, representing the two poles of the human being. Examples of the 

sublime comprise, ‘a superhuman being in a state of profound meditation’ (326) 92 whilst 

démonique masks attest to ‘an air of strength and ferocity’ (326) 93. This appropriates the 

intrinsic nature of man and the different guises he can adopt. Furthermore, this binary 

transcends different cultures and acquires a universally understandable meaning of the self. 

It would appear that both a negative and positive rendering of the self could co-exist within 

African art, comparable to Modernisms’ ontological complexity.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6 Eric Von Syndow Janus Mask, 1930, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Documents Volume 2 (1930) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.322 

Figure 2.7 Eric Von Syndow Janus Mask, 1930, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Documents Volume 2 (1930) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.321 

 

                                                 
92 ‘un être surhumain plongé dans la profonde méditation’ 
93 ‘un air de force et férocité’ 
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2.3 Body and Artefact  

There is an oscillating dynamic in operation between the human body and non-Western 

artefacts in both magazines. Tythacott (2003:215) states, ‘In his [George Bataille’s] dissident 

journal, Documents, areas of the human body – a traditionally sacred realm- were ripped 

apart and analysed in terms of their horrible baseness.’ Indeed, one of the most infamous 

Surrealist tropes is that of the eye, immortalised by the visceral scene at the start of Luis 

Buñuel’s film, Un Chien Andolou (1929). Robert Desnos will go on to define ‘L’Image de 

l’Oeil’ [The Image of the Eye] in the dictionary section of Documents (1929:4: 215-216). He 

states: ‘Due to its poetic virtue, the eye has for centuries served as allegory and enabled 

lyrical comparison’ 94. However, this age-old linguistic device soon becomes undone by citing 

idiomatic expressions such as ‘œil pour œil’ [an eye for an eye]. The article is accompanied 

by a less than flattering picture of Hollywood temptress, Joan Crawford. 

This trope of ‘de-constructed’ vision can be more closely elucidated by comparing the photo 

Moi, Elle by Man Ray (1934), which accompanies André Breton’s article ‘La Beauté sera 

Convulsive’ [Beauty will be convulsive] (1934:No.5:9-16) and Jacques André Boiffard’s 

stand-alone photograph of a nude in Documents.  Here, Man Ray equates women with 

exotic artefact as in his seminal Noire et Blanche. Boiffard depicts a more classic Western 

somnolent nude, shot from a high angle, devoid of alterity (1930). Both of these 

photographs are indisputably artistic due to the multiplicity of meanings engendered. 

Moreover, their formal characteristics both suggest a ludic contrast with the purportedly 

objective nature of ethnographic photographs equally prominent in both magazines. Whilst 

Boiffard questions connotations of perspective, Man Ray questions the Western 

representation of form. A loosely chiselled primitive art object can still be accorded the 

epithet of ‘Elle.’  

Despite the perspectival inversion, Boiffard’s photograph lacks the visceral nature of his 

other contributions to Documents such as Bouche and Gros Orteil and seems to be confined 

to the realm of aesthetic statement, instead of political. Conversely, Man Ray’s photograph 

is to be read alongside Breton’s concept of convulsive beauty whereby a so-called primitive 

                                                 
94 ‘De par ses vertus poétiques, l’œil, depuis les siècles, a servi aux comparaisons lyriques et aux allégories’ 
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art object can be as convulsive as a nude model. Perhaps Moi, Elle (14) is the epitome of 

Breton’s ‘Magic-Circumstantial’ (Trans. Caws: 1988:19) elaborated in L’Amour Fou. Indeed, a 

female sculpture is pictured beside cards invoking chance and unknown outcomes alongside 

a photograph by Brassaï of bifurcating branches placed at the closure of the article. If we 

gloss Rebecca Walkowitz’s (2006:2) concept of ‘critical Cosmopolitanism’ she defines it as 

the following: ‘an aversion to heroic tones of appropriation and progress, and a suspicion of 

epistemological privilege, views from above or from the centre that assume a consistent 

distinction between who is seeing and what is seen.’ The photograph Moi, Elle manages to 

equalise seer and seen, whilst Boiffard’s photograph operates from a literally elevated 

position of privilege, controlling representation of meaning. Such limitations must be 

critiqued from a cosmopolitan standpoint. Although Documents attests to the prowess of 

primitive art, much of its writing is taxonomic and hierarchical with ‘art photography’ being 

separated from the ‘documentary.’ This is a pivotal contrast to the more interspersed, 

aleatory photographic montages in Minotaure. However, the fact that Boiffard’s nude is 

positioned at the end of the very final edition of Documents may suggest a belated change 

in direction for the dissident Surrealists. 

Figure 2.8 Man Ray Moi, Elle, 1934, photograph, 16.1 x 11.5cm in Minotaure no.5 p.13 

Figure 2.9 Jacques-André Boiffard Nude, 1930, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Documents Volume 2 (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.496 
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Turning now to Louise de Vilmorin’s highly idealistic article ‘Ce Soir’ [This Evening] in 

Minotaure (1935:No.6: 50-51), this invites comparison with the more visceral ‘L’Esprit 

Moderne et le Jeu de Transpositions’ [Modernist Spirit and the Game of Transpositions] by 

Bataille in Documents. (1930:488). Indeed, this comparison aptly demonstrates the 

difference between the Surrealism of André Breton and that of George Bataille. Both 

articles present a cosmopolitan ontology of being, although Bataille’s is much more 

pessimistic and attenuated by base materialism. Crucially, both articles enact transpositions; 

Bataille believes transpositions are an indictment of ‘l’esprit moderne’ in which we are 

irrevocably trapped. Indeed, he preaches ‘Nothing new can replace them‘95. Conversely, 

sadness is transposed into beauty and purity through Vilmorin’s reference to ‘Children with 

beautiful eyes, full of tears’ (51) 96. This sentiment, in turn, is transposed into a photographic 

form. Here Brassaï’s pictures of unadorned water droplets also dialogue with other parts of 

Vilmorin’s text and due to their spherical shape, they connote other globular worlds as 

much as tears. For Vilmorin, even the banal task of asking the time has a cosmopolitan 

reach as she ponders ‘What time is it on earth?’ (51) 97. The relation between water and life 

is unbounded, whilst Bataille intersperses his article with microscopic pictures of flies. Their 

carcasses are enhanced and enlarged as mortality becomes omnipresent throughout the 

article. Indeed, he laments a negative ontology of mankind whereby ‘Everywhere human 

and animal blood flows around us’98. Furthermore, in denouncing what Bataille terms the 

modernist trope of transpositions, Bataille reinstates the violent tone of opposition 

between peoples. He favourably compares Western civilisation to a stereotype of the 

‘primitive’ world commenting ‘We are far from being savages who during grand feasts hang 

the skulls of their ancestors on greasy poles’ 99, which serves as a mise-en-abyme for the 

cosmopolitan intent of the rest of Documents. Here, Bataille instead wishes to dissect and 

hierarchize humanity itself in a colonialist modality.  

Whilst Bataille believes humanity is stagnating, it appears that Vilmorin views 

Cosmopolitanism as the subsequent teleological step for mankind. Whilst Bataille invokes 

                                                 
95 ‘rien de nouveau ne peut encore les remplacer.’ 
96 ‘des enfants des beaux yeux pleins de larmes’ 
97 ‘Quelle heure est-il sur terre?’ 
98 ‘partout le sang humain et animal coule autour de nous’ 
99 ‘nous sommes loin des sauvages qui lors d’énormes fêtes suspendent les crânes de leurs ancêtres des mâts 
de cocagne’ 
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war, death, and blood, Vilmorin adopts a more nuanced reference to the scourges plaguing 

humanity. She states ‘I will leave shawls on counters abroad and to annoy the military, 

perhaps we should intermix all the world’s flags’ (51) 100, firmly equating the nation state 

with belligerence. In other words, for Vilmorin, it is only military might that is holding back a 

cosmopolitan world, the symbolic gesture of commingling flags immediately undermines 

the autonomy of the nation state and suggests a Kantian gesture towards perpetual peace. 

Again, it appears that a cosmopolitan ontology is dependent on a positive or negative view 

of mankind’s nature.  Bataille’s observation of omnipresent slaughter perhaps echoes Kant’s 

observation that: ‘A violation of right on one part of the earth is felt in all’ (1991:107-8). It 

would appear that Bataille abides by Cosmopolitan Law and its necessity to civilise mankind 

whilst Vilmorin’s ideas are more permeated by the idea of cosmopolitan right and the idea 

of universal hospitality inaugurated by her proposed mixing of flags during a stay overseas. 

Figure 2.10 Brassaï Drops of water on a Capuchin, 1934, 17.8 x 23.3 cm, photograph, in 

Minotaure No.6 (1935) p.51 

Figure 2.11 Anon. Mouche-détails, 1930, photograph, dimensions unknown in Documents 

Volume 2 (1930) Paris: Jean Michel Place) p. 490 

                                                 
100 ‘Je laisserai trainer des châles sur les comptoirs à l’étranger et pour faire chier les militaires nous mêlerons 
peut-être les drapeaux du monde’ 
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It should be noted that Boiffard’s aforementioned Western nude is an aberration in 

Documents, the majority of photographs in both magazines introduce, to invoke a term 

coined by Milstein ‘the body cosmopolitic’ (Molz: 2006:4). Or, in other words, this is an 

embodied form of Cosmopolitanism. Through photography, Minotaure invokes an other-

worldly dimension of the hand and the differing spiritual and cosmic resonances it has 

across the world alongside a mystical interplanetary trajectory of divination. Conversely, 

Bataille ruminates viscerally on ’Le Gros Orteil’ [The Big Toe] (1929), again exploring the 

meaning of this body part across a plethora of different cultures and beliefs, Western and 

non-Western. Bataille begins with the now oft-quoted assertion that: ‘The big toe is the 

most human part of the human body’ 101 (297) given that it is idiosyncratic to man, 

separating us from our anthropoid ancestors, allowing us to become straight like a tree 

instead of reliant on climbing up it.  The big toe represents human existence oscillating 

between ‘waste and ideal, ideal and waste’ 102 (297), which concisely evokes the difference 

between Breton’s and Bataille’s contrasting stance on Surrealism. For Bataille, the big toe is 

indelibly couched in the base trope of ‘waste.’ Boiffard’s accompanying photo is a 

hyperbolic enlargement, which vividly depicts the coarseness of sinews that form the big 

toe. Furthermore, the penumbra of the background suggests something highly primordial. 

The big toe of a female subject is also captured by Boiffard. This is shot in an arc-like posture 

which heightens the sense of aesthetic suppleness compared to that of the male; 

furthermore, the toe appears less coarse perhaps suggesting the female sex is more 

aesthetically civilized and mobile.  

Besides this philosophical text and image juxtaposition, the big toe in Chinese and Turkish 

culture is explained, the body’s role being interpreted differently in distinctive parts of the 

world.  The horrific practice of Chinese foot-binding is considered - misogyny often posing a 

barrier to cosmopolitan practice. Indeed, Bataille notes, ‘The husband cannot see the naked 

feet of his wife’ (297) 103. Of course, Bataille is highly critical of this practice and this criticism 

proves that Bataille does not intuitively praise all cultures that are non-European. His 

criticism extends to the Turkish who practise ‘la même aberration’ [The same aberration] 

                                                 
101 ‘Le gros orteil est la partie la plus humaine du corps humain’ 
102  ‘l’ordure et l’idéal, l’idéal et l’ordure’  
103 ‘le mari ne peut pas voir les pieds nus de sa femme’ 
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(297). Oriental practice is contrasted with the relative debauchery of Antiquity in which 

Roman people are said to leave their feet visible (300). It would seem, therefore, that for 

Bataille, social liberalism is a sign of civilisation.Bataille progresses to make a direct 

comparison between the symbolism of the hands (a Surrealist trope par excellence) and the 

feet. He states: ‘Hands signify bold actions and a bold character, toes signify stupidity and 

idiocy’ (300) 104.  

Figure 2.12 Jacques-André Boiffard Le Gros Orteil, 1929, photograph, 31 x 23.9cm in 

Documents Volume 1 (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.298 

In contrast, Minotaure evokes the philosophically ideal part of the body, the hand. The hand 

is the crux of three different articles in Minotaure: ‘Petite Rêverie du Grand Veneur’ [Little 

Dream of the Hunter] by George Hugnet (1934:No.5:30), ‘Pigeondre’ (1935:No.6:29) by Leon 

Paul Fargue and ‘Révélations Psychiques de la Main’ [Psychic Revelations of the Hand] by 

Doctor Lotte Woolf (1935:No.6:38-40). Hugnet’s article displays a photographed Zuni mask 

                                                 
104 ‘des mains signifient les actions fermes et les caractères fermes, les doigts de pieds l’hébétude et la basse 
idiote’ 
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from New Mexico. It is said to represent a constellation. Indeed, it seems the hand is the 

entity that perhaps evokes something akin to Spivak’s (2003:46) cosmopolitan concept of 

the planetary whereby ‘if we imagine ourselves as planetary subjects rather than global 

agents … alterity remains underived from us.’ In other words, the self/other dichotomy 

doesn’t exist. Indeed, the hand could inaugurate an interplanetary Cosmopolitanism if we 

are to take divinatory musings one step further.  Hugnet speaks of hieromancy, the 

interpretation of metaphysical sacred objects, and the hand (1934:30) along with the 

chiromancer (1934:30) who is capable of predicting a person’s future. Figures from ancient 

civilizations such as Cleopatra are evoked to cement the worldwide expanse and historical 

imbrication of palm-reading. In Fargue’s article, the hands are described as something that 

can ‘protect oneself from barbarians’ (1935:29) 105. In other words, the hands connote a 

civilized, evolutionary state of mankind as a whole. 

In Dr Woolf’s article, the hands of numerous Surrealists are analysed whilst several 

interplanetary references are made. The line of Saturn represents ‘objective knowledge of 

the world’ (1935:38) whilst Mercury represents diplomatic talent (38), which are both vital 

tenets of the cosmopolitan body. These planets are aligned with the destiny of an individual. 

Relating the cosmos to the individual seeks to attenuate the schism between self and 

society inherent in cosmopolitan thought. In fact, the author identifies a collective zone of 

the hand, which can be found around the line of destiny. This zone enables the human being 

to ‘substitute oneself for another’ (39) 106. Rather than a solipsistic exercise as is traditionally 

viewed, palm-reading is presented here as a cosmopolitan practice. Here, we can again 

decipher a key difference between the Cosmopolitanism of Bataille and Breton. Bataille’s 

Cosmopolitanism is thoroughly grounded in the world alongside practices of different 

cultures and their aesthetic perceptions. Conversely, Breton’s hand elevates the human 

being to an entity in the cosmos, a cosmopolitan who is simultaneously bound to mankind 

as well as other-worldly dimensions. 
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106 ‘substituer autrui à soi-même’ 
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Figure 2.13 Anon. Detail of Hand on Zuni Mask, 1934, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Minotaure No. 5 (1934) p.30 

2.4 Antiquity 

 

A more surprising aspect of both magazines is their common concern with Greece and the 

art of Antiquity. Needless to say, Minotaure and Documents diverge from reifying Greek 

Antiquity as the bedrock of civilisation.  Nevertheless, referencing Antiquity undermines the 

Christian appeal to divine creation. Indeed, in Minotaure, Prévert details ‘Terres Cuites des 

Béotiens’ [Boeotian Pottery] noting that they were fashioned seven hundred years before 

Jesus Christ (1936:No.9:40-44). Similarly, the title of Babelon’s article in Documents, ‘Un 

Eldorado Macédonien: Cinq Cent Ans Avant Jésus Christ’ [A Macedonian El Dorado: five 

hundred years before Jesus Christ] is equally revelatory.  As such, the importance of 

Christian Cosmopolitanism as a borderless religion is somewhat disrupted by historically 

anchored readings of earlier civilisations. This is due to the emphasis of both magazines that 

these civilisations existed before the advent of Jesus Christ.  Going a step further, the 

concept of civilisation itself is undermined somewhat in order to explore the more primitive 

side of Antiquity and its resonances throughout the ancient world. 

 

Both articles denounce militarism. Babelon highlights the duplicity of King Philip of 

Macedonia who had commanded the creation of ‘ateliers monétaires’ [Coin workshops] to 

make some of the earliest forms of coinage we can trace today. Babelon labels the 

accompanying photographs as primitive money. In terms of their pioneering form and 

craftsmanship, this can certainly not be the case, but in terms of their usage, they are 
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viewed as ‘the nerve centre of war’ (1929:72) 107. As Kant (2006:92) correctly observes, 

trade usually promotes peaceful relations between states commenting, ‘It is the spirit of 

trade that cannot coexist with war’. Yet, this is offset by man’s intrinsic lustfulness for 

greater wealth at the expense of other nations or entities.  Kant (2006:40) also comments 

‘by lust for power… by thirst for honour… war is inevitable.’ The Macedonians were indeed 

early colonisers. Henceforth, Babelon refers to the Macedonians as ‘half-savage peoples’ 108 

(65) rendering the colonial pretence of a civilising mission null and void.  Money, he argues, 

is a token civilised gesture amidst a culture of rampant imperial barbarism and indeed the 

cause of much animosity. 

 

Conversely, Prévert lauds the supposed ‘primitive’ aesthetics of the Boeotia peoples. 

Referring to the simplicity and humanity of these art forms, the postures of these loosely 

carved men and animals are seen as domesticated and deprived of any savagery. This 

parallels the Surrealist appraisal of the so-called ‘primitive object’. In contrast, the 

Macedonian coins depict soldiers upon horseback and mythical beasts; Militarism becomes 

a firm enjoinder to economic expenditure. Prévert fails to mention the Militarism of 

Antiquity, instead, the Boeotia pottery forms a counterpoint to the contemporary Militarism 

of France and the statues erected of glorified combatants. He comments:  

 

The statues of today… and that great mad laugh we succumb to in front of 
monuments to the deceased, to the monuments of the ill, monuments of old 
people, to the mutilated, to the assassin, to the field marshals of France, to 
Maurras, to those with swollen thyroids, to the mad, to fire, to charity, to the 
archbishop of Paris, to the goat of Mr. Seguin, to Gallifet, to the imbecile, to 
the... Etc... etc. (1936:42) 109 

 

This absurdist litany is an open attack upon the canon of French history and its embodied 

representation in posthumous monuments. Prévert invokes the absurd and associates this 

convex spiral of thought with patriotism and its ensuing Militarism by contrasting it with 

                                                 
107 ‘le nerf de la guerre’ 
108 ‘peuplades à demi sauvages’ 
109 les statues d'aujourd'hui [...] et le grand fou rire nous prendrait devant les monuments aux morts, devant 

les monuments aux malades... devant les monuments aux vieillards... aux châtrés... à l'assassin... au maréchal 
de France... au Maurras... aux goitreux... au fou... au feu... à l'aide... à l'archevêque de Paris... à la chèvre de 
Monsieur Seguin... au Galliffet... au crétin... à l'etc..., etc., etc. 
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banal and incongruous entities: ‘Smoking not allowed, National security, No elephants’ 110 

(43).  Given that the first structure is a negative idiom in French the concept of ‘défense’ is 

by metonymy associated with negation. Instead, the lives of ‘primitive’ objects are more 

deserving of our attention. Indeed, Prévert would even like to sardonically ‘drink a pint’ 111 

(40) with their now cadaverous craftsmen.  

 

 

Figure 2.14 Eli Lotar Boeotia Pottery, 1936, photograph, dimensions unknown in Minotaure 

no.9 (1936) p.41 

Figure 2.15 Primitive Greek Money, 1929, photograph, dimensions unknown in Documents 

Volume 1 (1929) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.65 

 

Indeed, as Prévert cogently summarizes: ‘men die, statues remain’ 112 (40). The Boetian 

pottery is now in the National Museum of Greece but for the whole world to marvel at. In 

this case, it would seem the objects have acquired a cosmopolitan patina with posterity. As 

local productions, they do not have a sense of cosmopolitan currency without a modernist 

intervention. Furthermore, it is useful to note that their Athenian counterparts viewed the 

                                                 
110 ‘défense de fumer, défense national, défense d’éléphants’ 
111 ‘boire un coup’ 
112 ‘les hommes meurent, les statues restent’ 
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Boeotian people as uncultivated outcasts. In other words, this article maintains that 

Cosmopolitanism does not automatically chime with the world’s most advanced 

civilizations, particularly those who espoused forms of military expansion.  

 

Conversely, the manufacturing of the coins is situated in a veritable Greek epopée of ‘Le 

Pangée: Un massif Montagneux’ [Pangea: A Mountain Range] also in Documents. The coins 

spread across the entire world as the Macedonians waged war. Indeed, Babelon notes that 

the coins in question were originally found, ‘In Asia, on the banks of the Tigris, from the 

Euphrates to the Orontes in Egypt’ 113. The author comments that the coins stylistically 

‘reveal foreign influences’ (1929:67) 114. It is most likely, however, that these influences 

were not happenstance but due to the enslavement of peoples and the quasi-ethnographic 

observation of their aesthetic production by some of the earliest colonialists. In fact, 

Babelon implies that the very fact of finding the coins intact in distant parts of the world 

could have been the corollary of slave labour in their self-same fabrication. 

Aesthetically speaking then, depictions of Militarism and the concurrent geographical 

expanse of an art object cannot be reconciled with the idea of Cosmopolitanism due to their 

subjugation of other nations, races, and civilisations. The cosmopolitan drive towards 

perpetual peace cannot become an inherent part of militaristic practices. Even so, a more 

localized aesthetic, atypical of Greek statues can be viewed as cosmopolitan through the 

intermediary of the museum, rendering the object accessible on a worldwide scale. 

Furthermore, Eli Lotar’s accompanying photographs of Boetian works increase the ‘cultural 

mobility’ (Greenblatt: 2010) of these somewhat randomly assembled entities, rendering 

them ready for armchair consumption. Interestingly, Eli Lotar also photographed the 

visceral abattoir series for Documents. Here his study of Boetian pottery is centred on an 

object and not a scene. Consequently, Lotar imbibes these modest statues with the 

grandeur of those who adorn the public domain of Parisian streets for citizens to marvel at. 

Unfussy black backgrounds help crystallize the intricacies of the carvings and engravings. 

                                                 
113 ‘En Asie, sur les bords du Tigre, de l’Euphrate à l’Oronte ou en Egypte.’ 
114 ‘révèlent bien des influences étrangers’ 
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Figure 2.16 Macedonian Coins, 1929, photograph, dimensions unknown in Documents 

Volume 1 (1929) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.67 

Figure 2.17 Eli Lotar Boeotia Pottery, 1936, photograph, dimensions unknown in Minotaure 

no. 9. p.42 

 

It seems that both Documents and Minotaure favour a primitive reading of Antiquity, beset 

by military conquest rather than as the commencement of civilisation, overturning a 

western mythology used to contemporaneously justify colonialism. Interestingly, the 

‘primitive’ is viewed in a negative sense by Documents as the epitome of the 

unsophisticated whilst in Minotaure this is synonymous with peace, the opposite of French 

military pride. When analysing these publications in their entirety, however, the primitivism 

of Antiquity read alongside non-European primitivism is a highly contentious strategy, 

especially given their time lapse. The word does not appear to be used with the same 

consideration and connotations it incorporates today.  
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2.5 The Museum 

 

It could be argued that the epitome of a cultural form of Cosmopolitanism is showcased in 

the idea and constitution of the museum itself where the entire world is on display. Indeed, 

in Documents, Bataille dedicates a dictionary entry to the Museum. Despite this, his oft-

cited quote which compares the advent of ‘the museum’ to that of the guillotine detracts 

analysis of the rest of the article due to its shock value. Arguably, Bataille means by this that 

the era of a religious Cosmopolitanism is over and a secular Cosmopolitanism is being 

inaugurated. Indeed, Susan Buck-Morss (2009:547) described the museum as the following 

in her article ‘Radical Cosmopolitanism’: ’Museums are today's Sunday school of moral 

education.’ The metaphysical sense of the world engendered by the Church can now cede to 

the ‘materialism’ and ‘rationality’ of the museum realm. Indeed, for Bataille, the museum is 

synonymous with freedom and catalyses ‘a liberated humanity’ 115 (1930:299). One is no 

longer under the yoke of the Church or the aristocracy.  Indeed, without the availability of 

museum collections, many of the magazine's articles in Documents on global art would not 

have been written or photographed. As such, the advent of the museum collection was a 

historical stepping stone towards the cosmopolitan mobility of reproducible journal articles. 

Firstly, ordinary citizens could access global art in designated places before photography 

made such works available anywhere in the world.  

 

Notwithstanding, Bataille seems to skirt around issues of the non-Western museal display. 

He gives the example of a native of the Ivory Coast ritualizing ‘Thunder stones’ 116, rocks that 

are believed to have fallen from the sky. For Bataille, there is no question that such a work 

belongs in a museum. The Ivorian has simply been able to ‘prefigure the enthusiastic 

attitude and profound empathy with these objects’ (1930:299) 117. This seems to be a 

slippage away from Bataille’s base materialism and into the realms of Breton’s idealism. Can 

we categorically state that visitors, fed on state-sponsored colonialist rhetoric, felt a sense 

of profound communion with African objects or a sense of alterity? Again, this depends on a 

positive ontology, which Bataille consistently invokes throughout this article. His defence 

                                                 
115 ‘une humanité liberée’ 
116 ‘pierres de tonnerre’ 
117 ‘préfigurer l’attitude d’enthousiasme et de communion profonde avec ses objets’ 
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rests on the multiplicity of meaning that the modern museum can engender as ‘Man finally 

understands himself in all his different guises’ (299) 118. The word ‘finally’ here is very telling 

as it implies a teleological sense of Cosmopolitanism from an atomized world of individuals 

to the cosmopolitan citizen who knows the culture of the Ivory Coast as well as his own 

nation’s mores.  Returning to Bataille’s affirmation of ‘A liberated humanity’ we must ask: 

which humanity? Is the Ivorian as free as his European colonial masters who have a 

hegemony of the gaze as well as ‘An accumulation of wealth’ as Bataille put it (299) 119. 

 

Despite this, the emergence of the museum engendered the dissemination of other cultures 

and therefore the possibility of a cosmopolitan reading of its collection in the public sphere. 

Bataille admits unflinchingly that without the rapport between the object and being 

‘Paintings are only dead canvases’ 120. It is therefore incumbent upon the individual to 

decide upon the meaning of an object and to extrapolate his or her own cultural 

conceptions. Granville’s accompanying gravure ‘Le Louvre des Marionettes’ [The Louvre of 

the Puppets] (300) is somewhat incongruous, depicting the disorganization of knowledge 

and cumbersome, tightly-squeezed display of objects. In this instance, Bataille’s portrayal of 

a ‘Cosmopolitan Museum’ is overly idealistic. Since the nineteenth century, museum 

collections were organised by national schools, the Louvre depicted by Granville being no 

exception. As such, perhaps we can argue that Bataille sought to demonstrate the universal, 

cosmopolitan potential of what was still an institution taxonomised by nation-states.  

 

Benjamin Péret in Minotaure writes on ‘Ruine des Ruines’ [Ruin of all Ruins]  (1939: No.12-

13:57-65) and focuses on France’s cosmopolitan cultural heritage sites instead of the 

museum strictu sensu, in particular, the Eiffel Tower built to inaugurate the World Fair in 

1889 and visited by copious nationalities. Unlike Bataille, Péret evokes a palimpsest-like 

sense of Cosmopolitanism instead of a transformative one borne out of the guillotine and 

the French Revolution.  As Dickson (2014:65) comments, Péret conceives ruins as ‘a series of 

nesting, genetic dispositions in which past forms inhabit present forms: within the castle 

survives the cave of prehistory, within Versailles and the medieval castle; within the adult 

                                                 
118 ‘l’homme se contemple enfin sur toutes ses faces’ 
119 ‘un amoncellent des richesses?’ 
120 ‘les tableaux ne sont que des surfaces mortes’ 
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who survives the wreckage of the child.’  It would seem then that Péret’s pessimism is much 

more fervent than that of Bataille. This is more in line with Kantian thinking on the subject. 

In Kant’s fifth proposition for Idea, he states: ‘All the culture and art that decorates 

humankind, as well as its most pleasing social order, are fruits of an unsociability that is 

forced by its own nature to discipline’ (Kant: 2006:8). One of the accompanying 

photographs is a ‘fossilised’ version of the Eiffel Tower by Raoul Ubac. The tower is cast 

askew as a collapsing structure that can barely hold itself together. It is not difficult to view 

the dismantled Eiffel tower as a metaphor for the state of cosmopolitan thought when this 

article was written in 1939 just four months before the outbreak of the Second World War. 

Perhaps Péret is prefiguring the vestiges of Cosmopolitanism that would have to emerge 

from irreparable conflict. Notwithstanding, the edifice of the Eiffel Tower is still completely 

recognisable iconographically, therefore Péret invokes a sense of promise, renewal, and 

possibility amidst the haunting rise of ultra-nationalist sentiment. 

 

Doubtless, the ‘perfect verticality’ (Boym: 2008:10) of the Eiffel Tower is what has cemented 

its place in architectural history. Verticality has also become a conception of 

Cosmopolitanism under the aegis of Pogge (1992:61) who calls for a ‘vertical dispersal of 

sovereignty over various layers of political units.’ This partition of powers could counter the 

hegemony of the nation-state. As we can see though in Minotaure, the cosmopolitan 

symbol of the Eiffel Tower remains in a state of quasi-dilapidation, any cosmopolitan 

verticality has collapsed and only exists as a vestige of the past. Péret refers to its 

construction as ‘the enormous fossil of a unique animal’ (1939:61) 121. By invoking the 

intrinsic barbarism of mankind, as of the animal kingdom, it would seem that the 

dilapidated Eiffel tower signals a move away from civilising endeavours and regression into 

a nationalistic mode of being. Ubac also ‘fossilises’ the Opéra and La Bourse, another two 

potent symbols of modernity.  In the case of other Parisian monuments, the Opera was 

synonymous with freedom of artistic expression whilst La Bourse was synonymous with a 

democratic economy. These two vital tenets of society were under duress due to the 

impending threat of fascism. Lacking the verticality of the Eiffel Tower, in Péret’s 

presentation, the Opéra and Bourse appear in an even greater state of ruin, merely 

                                                 
121 ‘la gigantesque fossile d’un animal unique’ 
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recurring patterns of architectural motifs somehow bonded together.  

 

Figure 2.18 Raoul Ubac, Fossilised Photograph of the Eiffel Tower, 1939, Photograph, 22.86 

cm x 10.16 cm Minotaure No.12-13 p.61 

 

Figure 2.19 J. Granville Le Louvre des Marionettes, 1843, illustration, dimensions unknown in 

Documents Volume 2 (1930) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.300 
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2.6 Art History 

From the institutions of art history, we must irrevocably turn to the discipline itself.  The 

juxtaposition of the next two articles demonstrates the fragility of inter-war 

Cosmopolitanism. In analysing Josef Strygowski’s contribution to Documents ‘Histoire des 

arts plastiques et l’Histoire de l’art’ [History of Plastic Art and Art history] (1929), the seeds 

of his conversion to fascism are shown in his methodology which accompanies an 

apparently ‘global art history.’ For Strygowski, in order to understand global art-history, it is 

necessary to think geographically before historically. He comments: ‘Hence we have a view 

of the whole world from a purely geographical perspective, a chronological perspective will 

only emerge subsequently’ (22) 122. In some respects, Strygowski’s cartographic approach 

has resonances with Aby Warburg’s idea of a world atlas, a visual construction of what   

Koerner (1997:35) terms as ‘Warburg’s impulse to study the hybrid.’ Similarly, Strygowski’s 

article refers to the hybrid Slavic components of German churches, hinting at a hybridity of 

cultural influences upon European architecture.  This is perhaps where the comparison 

ends. After all, Warburg used photographic images to display memory thus commingling 

cartographic and historical techniques. As Didi-Hubermann (2011) comments ‘we can well 

consider Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne atlas as a tool to collect or classify the great chaos of 

history through juxtaposed images’ 123.  

Conversely, Strygowski explains the commingling of civilization by way of geographic empire 

building, expansion and conflict. He sets up a haunting dichotomy: ‘Here one grasps the 

opportunity to compare the forces of evolution which reside in the spirit of perseverance to 

those that reside in willpower’124 (24). The examples given by Strygowski only seem to 

evoke the latter. He mentions the ‘force de civilisation’ [force of civilisation] that propelled 

‘Art Greco-Romain’ [Greco-Roman Art] into the ‘Midi’ region. It seems that under the guise 

of civilization, Strygowski is tacitly condoning empire-building. The commingling of cultures 

is a mere apologia for political prowess. Strygowski also attempts to justify his approach by 

                                                 
122 ‘Nous aurons ainsi, une vue de l’ensemble de la terre, selon un ordre purement géographique; le point de 
vue chronologique ne viendra qu’en second lieu’ 
123 ‘On pourrait à bon droit considérer l’atlas Mnémosyne d’Aby Warburg  comme un outil pour recueillir ou 
«échantillonner», par images interposées, le grand chaos de l’histoire.’ 
124 ‘L’on trouve ici l’occasion de comparer les forces d’évolution qui résident dans l’esprit de persévérance a 
celles qui résident dans la volonté de puissance’ 
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calling it a ‘science’ whilst demeaning the career of the ‘esthetician.’ Yet, art without 

subjectivity deprives it of polyphonic possibilities, as it becomes mere propaganda. Here, 

indeed, Strygowski’s ‘scientific’ approach is tacitly used to ideologically justify colonialism. 

As opposed to Strygowski, Kant (2006:72) views waging war, or ‘force’, in Strygowski’s 

euphemistic terminology, as a regression to the state of nature commenting, ‘The state of 

nature is not a state of peace among human beings who live next to each other but a state 

of war, that is, if not always an outbreak of hostilities, then at least the constant threat of 

such hostilities.’ Indeed, Strygowski is conflating the process of civilization with belligerent 

aims.  

Conversely, Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne atlas invokes a plethora of different meanings and 

inculcates never-ending debate as to the possible interpretation of art history. Another key 

difference is Warburg’s reverence of the primitive and an atavistic history. Conversely, the 

‘primitive’ is not a word used in Strygowski’s vocabulary, his focus on the Church and 

copious mentions of the word ‘civilization’ seem to reveal the need for constant conflict 

both metaphysical and terrestrial. Ultimately, Strygowksi becomes an authoritative arbiter 

of culture whilst Warburg simply puts a construct of global culture on display for 

interpretation. 

In opposition to Strygowski’s art historical convictions, Le Nationalisme dans l’Art 

(1939:No.12-13:70-71) written by the editorial team of Minotaure in 1939, refers to copious 

historical cataclysms in order to denounce the rise of Hitler’s nationalism, which subsumed 

Strygowski’s ideology. The editors comment: ‘Hence, concentration camps being 

insufficient, we lament the butchers of the inquisition: reactionary and nationalist hatred 

provokes joyful stupidity’ (1939:70) 125. Furthermore, the rise of French nationalism is 

explicitly conceived as a corollary of Hitler’s Fascism. Breton’s Surrealists specifically target 

one of the bestselling art-weeklies called Beaux-Arts which drove a nationalist agenda.  The 

Surrealist group repeats the frequently espoused cosmopolitan assertion that art knows 

‘Neither political nor ethnic barriers’ (70) 126. One of the writers for Beaux-Arts, Waldemar 

George, is given the epithet ‘Hitlérien,’ as he describes the servitude of the Middle Ages as 

                                                 
125 ‘ainsi donc, les camps de concentration ne suffisant pas, on regrette les buchers de l’inquisition: ‘la haine 
réactionnaire et nationaliste provoque des sottises réjouissants’ 
126 ‘ni des frontières politiques, ni barrières ethniques’ 



 

 156 

‘fécond’ [fruitful] and praising paintings that depict ’un jeu de massacres’ [a game of 

massacres](71). Waldemar George explicitly criticizes Man Ray’s photography calling his 

work ‘impuissance avec désinvolture’ [powerless and indifferent]. Man Ray is one of the few 

Surrealists who explicitly use the term cosmopolitan in his biography Self-Portrait in order to 

describe the atmosphere and creative expanse of Paris. In another article in Minotaure 

‘L’Age de la Lumière’ [The Age of Englightenment], Man Ray specifically endows 

photography with a cosmopolitan purpose. The title serves as a clear evocation of the 

Enlightenment combined with a photographic pun invoking modernity. He views the 

political problems of ‘race’ and ‘classe’ as ‘plus vitaux’ [more vital] than a poetic 

individualism. This is surrealistically reconciled with the fact that ‘l’émotion individuelle’ 

[individual emotion] can assume a ’sens universel’ [universal significance] (1933:No.3:1). 

Therefore, it is telling that Waldemar George takes aim at one of the most overtly 

cosmopolitan Surrealists. Ultimately, as Man Ray comments: ‘Secrets: our eye can train 

itself to understand them without prejudice or constraint’ (1933:1) 127. Emphasising the 

power of the eye, Man Ray is by proxy, emphasising the power of the image and art history 

to break down barriers between self and other, whilst Strygowski, in Documents, merely 

wishes scientifically to deconstruct and reassemble different cultures according to his whim.  

Finally, the Minotaure article ‘Le Nationalisme dans L’art’ focuses on what could be termed 

the ideological ‘decosmopolitanisation’ of German museums, foreign works being put up for 

sale and eradicated from German collections. The profound irony being that the sale of 

artwork from German museums is advertised in Beaux-Arts, the very magazine propounding 

French nationalism. It would seem, then, that the commercial value of the international art 

trade has not been hindered by the magazines divisive rhetoric. Furthermore, the editors all 

note that the stance of Beaux-arts in no way constitutes an anomaly, French nationalism 

had become the new way to approach art history, the avant-garde’s ideology resting of the 

fringes of the public imaginary. So much so, Strygowksi, indelibly associated with the avant-

garde through his contribution to Documents, is willing to follow the dominant political 

                                                 
127 ‘confidences: notre œil peut s’entrainer à les comprendre sans préjugés ni contrainte’ 
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trend after the beginning of the Second World War, regardless of the magazine’s thoroughly 

opposing stance.  

2.7 Exhibitions 

Georges Bataille’s Documents contained several contemporaneous exhibition reviews.  

These reviews formed an integral part of the journal in all issues apart from the special issue 

on Picasso and the final edition. Conversely, coverage of the period’s main exhibitions is 

strangely absent from Minotaure. Notwithstanding, the editorial team mounted a related 

exhibition in 1934 entitled Exposition Minotaure held at the Palais de Beaux Arts in Brussels, 

spearheaded by ELT Mesens. Ostensibly, during the 1920s and 1930s, the Surrealists had 

already established their own independent curatorial activity and did not wish to review the 

activities of other artistic groupings. Reviewing their own exhibitions equally would be 

tantamount to solipsism. The dissident Surrealists, on the other hand, reviewed a 

heterogeneous range of gallery activity comprising three key elements. First, exhibitions of 

non-Western art were prominent. For example, Hedwig Fechheimer’s review entitled 

‘Exposition Chinoise à Berlin’ [Chinese Exhibition in Berlin] adorns the first issue of 

Documents displacing both Paris as the centre of the art-world and European art as a 

compulsory inclusion. Next, ‘approved’ Surrealist artists such as Hans Arp and Picasso 

feature whilst earlier avant-garde artists such as Cézanne are equally present. 

 The Exposition Minotaure negated the magazine’s copious non-Western content by only 

featuring contemporaneous Surrealist and Cubist painters. The remit of the exhibition did 

not mirror that of the journal itself. As such, this exhibition has not been canonized as a 

Surrealist exhibition, nor does it appear to have spawned any substantial academic 

literature to my knowledge. That said, André Breton pronounced his lecture ‘Qu’est-ce que 

le surréalisme?’ [What is Surrealism?] , during the exhibition run, demonstrating a more 

than tacit approval of the proceedings. Indeed, interstitial figures such as Picasso were 

claimed by the Surrealists as one of their own and were exhibited at the event. Moreover, 

Breton used the opportunity to invoke a sense of international Surrealism which became 

more and more prominent during the 1930s, lauding the contribution of Belgian artists, in 

particular citing ‘Magritte, Mesens, Nougé, Scutenaire, Souris’ (Breton: 1988:V2:225). 

Despite Breton’s propagation of International Surrealism, it would seem that the exhibition 
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coverage by the dissident Surrealists had much more of a cosmopolitan remit. The 

dissidents demonstrated their willingness to explore wider avenues of artistic activity 

beyond strictly Surrealist pieces but to those that had Surrealist attributes from non-

European origins.  

Marcel Mariën (1979:231-232) appears to be the only writer to give any in-depth analysis as 

to the Exposition Minotaure beyond the accompanying catalogue. Mariën notes that the 

Exposition Minotaure was the first international Surrealist exhibition in disguise 

‘camouflaged under the auspices of the Minotaure journal’ 128. He also notes that ELT 

Mesens had created a room dedicated solely to Surrealist artists in order to separate them 

from the Cubists. Mesens had a certain amount of leverage as he worked for the Palais des 

Beaux-Arts, the exhibition location, as secretary. Nonetheless, Mariën emphasises the 

conservative nature of the Palais des Beaux-Arts. The director of the institute, an ex-army 

general named Robert Giron, stipulated that all ‘scandalous’ works be displayed behind a 

curtain, including the Grand Mastubateur by Dali (1929) and Le Viol by Magritte (1934). 

Consequently, this was an exhibition replete with subterfuge. André Breton’s wish to create 

an international Surrealism was, in part, financed by the public’s wish to see non-Surrealist 

works in a conservative gallery of modern art. Rene Magritte’s censored work, Le Viol, 

would also appear on the front cover of André Breton’s published lecture accompanying the 

exhibition. This manipulation of officialdom perhaps constitutes a microcosmic explanation 

of the Surrealists’ affiliation with Minotaure as a whole. Usurping the worldwide appeal and 

resources of the Skira publishing house was a key springboard for the dissemination of a 

more Cosmopolitan Surrealism. 

Photographs are aptly used by Documents to bring facets of the reviewed exhibitions to life, 

whilst photographs by Man Ray were exhibited at the Minotaure exhibition alongside 

photographic reproductions of artworks in the exhibition catalogue. In the sixth issue of 

Documents, Leiris writes a review of the Hans Arp exhibition held at the Galerie Goemans in 

1929. In tandem with the magazine’s cosmopolitan remit, the non-European influences of 

Arp are foregrounded. The two pieces by Arp selected for photomechanical reproduction 

are both entitled Tête. In reference to the selected works, Leiris makes a crude but 

                                                 
128 ‘Camouflée sous les auspices de la revue Minotaure’ 
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revelatory comparison to stereotypical primitive rituals. He states ‘his painted wood reliefs 

and his recent string reliefs could well be the reliefs of an extravagant feast, theopagy or 

ritual cannibalism’ (Documents: 1929:6:342) 129. Arp is hence analysed in a quasi-

ethnographic manner in common with the exhibitions of non-European art reviewed by the 

magazine. In the Exposition Minotaure, one of his Tête series is selected but this is offset by 

other currents in the artists’ repertoire with two other pieces entitled Danseuse and 

Assiettes, Fourchettes et Nombril. The Assiette piece merges the body with the everyday, 

creating a visceral deconstruction of the self. As such, the primitive influences of Arp’s work 

are nuanced in the Exposition Minotaure. 

Figure 2.20 Hans Arp, Assiette, Fourchettes et Nombril, 1923, Carton and Paint, 59 x 61 cm,  

Hauser and Wirth 

Figure 2.21 Hans Arp Tête (Relief de Bois Peint), n.d, painted wood relief, dimensions 

unknown in Documents Volume 1 (1929) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p. 341 

                                                 
129 ‘Ses reliefs de bois peint et ses récentes reliefs de corde pourraient être les reliefs de quelque extravagant 
festin – théopagique ou anthophagie rituelle’ 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has been 
removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the 
Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Whilst the aim of Documents was to juxtapose European and non-European commonalities, 

the Exposition Minotaure also had the surreptitious goal of propagating the internationalism 

of Surrealism, in this case in a European, not worldwide context. Reference to the ‘primitive’ 

is attenuated somewhat, perhaps to grant emphasis to Belgian proponents of Surrealism. 

Indeed, in the 1934 tract Qu’est-ce que le surréalisme? , announcing a lecture by Breton as 

part of the exhibition, it is noted that Mesens informs Breton: ‘There has never been such a 

considerable display of Surrealist works in Paris’130 131 (Breton: 1988: 1422). Unlike the goal 

of the Minotaure journal itself, it appears that the goal of the exhibition is to establish a 

Surrealist foothold in Belgium rather than pay homage to the cosmopolitan nature of the 

movement. Indeed, no non-European artefacts are displayed alongside Surrealist paintings 

in contrast to many other Surrealist exhibitions.  

A further interesting comparison to make is between both exhibitions’ take on hybridity. 

Documents contains a fascinating review introducing the Exposition Kalifala Sidibé. The 

review was also written by Michel Leiris. Leiris uses the exhibition of a Syrian artist to 

inculcate a political sense of Cosmopolitanism beyond that of formal artistic qualities. He 

states at the outset of the article: ‘Vain and naïve, the white race imagines itself to be alone 

in the world, usurping the privilege of intelligence and civilisation’ (Documents: 1929:6:343) 

132. This forms yet another commentary upon the euro-centricity of art history and the 

marginalization of non-European artists.  

Leiris highlights the autodidactic flair and iconographic hybridity of Sidibé’s work which he 

notes is often disdained by Europeans clinging to notions such as, ‘The purity of style which 

obsesses so many spirits (343) 133. The intermixing of cultures is a trait common to the 

Minotaure magazine but one of the few pictures to explicitly reify this in the Exposition 

Minotaure was Man Ray’s seminal Noire et Blanche. The exquisite craftsmanship of the 

Baoulé mask and the Latinate beauty of the model Kiki de Montparnasse are subsumed into 

                                                 
130 This is written before the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition held at the New Burlington Galleries in 
London where the catalogue lists 392 works emanating from Surrealist artists of several countries displayed 
alongside African and Oceanic artefacts. This exhibition will be explored in the next Chapter. 
131 ‘On n’a jamais fait à Paris une présentation aussi considérable des tableaux surréalistes’ 
132 ‘Vaniteuse et naïve, la race blanche s’imagine être seule au monde et s’arroge le privilège de l’intelligence 
et de la civilisation’ 
133 ‘La pureté du style qui obnubile tant d’esprits’ 
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the same photographic frame of reference. Ultimately, it would seem that Documents 

selected exhibitions that displaced the centre of the art world in a European context whilst 

the Exposition Minotaure took a more pragmatic approach to disseminating the Surrealist 

movement across Europe rather than raising the profile of non-European artworks.  

Figure 2.22 Kalifala Sidibé Serpent avalant un homme, 1929, Painting, disappeared, 

dimensions unknown  in Documents Volume 1 (1929) (Paris: Jean Michel Place) p.343  

2.8 Summary 

In conclusion, the existential threat of Nationalism is apparent in both magazines through 

the clear nation-state hegemonies their articles fight against. However, the threat of 

Nationalism is reified by Minotaure through the tumultuous rise of fascism in the 1930s. 

Cosmopolitanism did not present a united front towards its enemy forces as certain 

disparities between these two magazines demonstrate. Both idealistic and materialistic 

iterations of Cosmopolitanism are valid readings of Surrealist journals Minotaure and 

Documents respectively. First, in terms of African art, Documents focuses upon trade routes 

whilst Minotaure focusses upon syncretism and religion. Neither magazine truly addresses 

the hierarchy of cultures as being an instantiation of the colonial past, with Minotaure 

preferring to promote hybridity as the pathway to a cosmopolitan condition. Whilst not 

politically resolute, both magazines do pronounce in favour of cultural diversity in keeping 

with their avant-garde credentials. An interest in the non-European is certainly what bridges 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of 
the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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the gap between ideal and dissident Surrealism. Indeed, before the departure of the 

Mission Dakar-Djibouti detailed in Minotaure, an exhibition of the equipment to be used 

was held at the Trocadéro. According to the Trocadéro archives, this was attended by Man 

Ray (associated with Breton’s idealism) and George Bataille, the lead dissident (MHN: 2 AM 

1 B9). Secondly, cosmopolitan identity is highlighted by the mask in both magazines. The 

aesthetics of Janus masks attest to an Africa that looks beyond its own image and 

represents the other. Minotaure’s masks of ritual, on the other hand, seem to affirm 

difference despite Leiris’s attempt to homogenise Dogon and Western practices of the 

metaphysical. Minotaure displays a corporeal Cosmopolitanism, juxtaposing so-called 

‘primitive’ art with Western women whilst Documents appears intent on separating the 

Western body from the non-Western with few exceptions. For Bataille, the body is a priori 

primitive, the big toe is the only thing separating us from other mammals.  

Minotaure also evokes a metaphysical element to Cosmopolitanism, situating the individual 

in the cosmos through palm-reading. In Minotaure, Vilmorin views the modernist advent of 

widespread travel as a cosmopolitan facilitator enabling civilians to challenge military 

dogma.  Moreover, both magazines espouse different views of Antiquity. For Bataille, 

Antiquity is synonymous with barbarous empire building whilst in Minotaure harmonious 

scenes of domesticity are contrasted with the current Militarism of France, hinting that 

recourse to a primitive Antiquity could fashion a form of peace.  

Through the lens of Bataille, the only institution that can be truly cosmopolitan is the 

museum. Minotaure is more sceptical about this ‘cosmopolitan institution’ and depicts the 

dilapidation of presumed cosmopolitan monuments.  In terms of art historians, Strygowksi 

dangerously denies the importance of history in a cosmopolitan context. Cosmopolitanism 

requires understanding both the past and present of any given culture otherwise meaning 

can be manipulated. Minotaure enacts a cosmopolitan warning apropos the ubiquity of war 

across the world. Documents uses exhibition reviews to displace Europe as the centre of the 

art world, whilst the Minotaure team mount their own exhibition in Brussels to cement the 

international nature of the Surrealist movement.  
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Whilst Bataille and Breton’s conception of Surrealism differs substantially, they both treat 

Western and non-Western art with the same critical prestige. As such, this aligns with Kant’s 

notion of a ‘universal community’ (Kant: 1991:107) in his tract Perpetual Peace. He states: 

The peoples of the world have entered in various degrees into a universal 
community, and it has developed to the point where a violation of rights in one 
part of the world is felt everywhere. (Kant: 1991: 107-108). 

Immediately preceding this passage Kant condemns ‘The sugar islands, that stronghold of 

the cruellest and most calculated slavery’ (Kant: 1991:107). As such, Kant’s notion of a 

universal community is an unambiguous condemnation of colonialism. Documents and 

Minotaure both thoroughly attempt to emancipate non-Western objects from a hegemonic 

colonial gaze. Appealing to the universality of artistic creation is one way in which this is 

achieved. Notwithstanding, at an institutional level, both magazines were thoroughly bound 

up in colonial activities that threatened the harmony of the ‘universal community.’ In 

particular, both magazines’ Universalism is tarnished somewhat through their mutual 

reliance on the Trocadéro museum and resultant complicity in the pillaging of non-Western 

artefacts.  
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Chapter 3: 
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3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter juxtaposes two key Surrealist exhibitions ten years apart. Namely, Tableaux de 

Man Ray et Objets des Iles held at the Galerie Surréaliste, Paris in 1926 and The 

International Surrealist Exhibition held at the New Burlington Galleries, London in 1936. 

Despite Man Ray’s show being a landmark event, as the first Surrealist exhibition to 

incorporate so-called ‘primitive’ art, no extant literature can be found that examines the 

content of the exhibition or accompanying catalogue in detail. Both exhibitions mark a 

significant turn in the Surrealists’ ideological trajectory; between the years of 1926 to 1936, 

Surrealism attenuates its penchant for Freudian psychoanalysis in favour of a more 

ethnographic remit. Freudian psychoanalysis was undoubtedly most influential at the 

inception of Surrealism, where the Bureau de Recherche Surréaliste (1924-1925) became a 

testing ground for theory regarding the dream, inviting members of the public to share their 

innermost thoughts. After its closure, the Surrealists focus on curatorial practice as means 

to interface with their publics. Concurrently, Surrealism gradually expands from a Paris-

based movement to a cosmopolitan, transnational entity. What occurs in the interim is an 

insatiable interest in the so-called primitive with several Surrealist exhibitions incorporating 

African and Oceanic sculpture, typifying ten years of Surrealist curatorial practice. Indeed, 

the 1929 Surrealist map of the world sizes both Africa and Oceania as gigantic in terms of 

their cultural prowess, subverting traditional cartographic alignments.  

 

Despite this, scholars have positioned Freud’s Totem and Taboo: resemblences between the 

mental lives of savages and neurotics (1913) as a key influence on Surrealism’s predilection 

for the primitive (See Maurer: 1984; Kavky: 2001; Grossman: 2009). Indeed, writing in 

William Rubin’s landmark Primitivism in 20th Century Art, Maurer states: ‘Freud’s Totem and 

Taboo of 1913 also had a major effect on many of the Surrealists and their interest in and 

understanding of the Primitive.’ (1984:542). It goes without saying that ‘Primitivism’ is a 

contentious term, loaded with both pejorative and complimentary connotations. For Rubin 

(1984:1), it is defined in a positive sense as simply ‘the interest of modern artists in tribal art 

and culture as revealed in their thought and work.’ Maurer continues, ‘the book [Totem and 

Taboo] tried to establish a relationship between the primitive mind and certain 

psychological elements still present in Western society in order to better understand them’ 



 

 166 

(1984:542). Whilst the Surrealists are certainly fellow travellers of Freud in terms of the 

dream and the uncanny, I postulate that Surrealist curatorial practice refutes Freud’s 

ethnographic thesis due to Surrealism’s philosophical imperative of freedom instead of the 

inherent restraint of taboo.  

 

Most importantly, Freud uses his text to denounce religion as neurosis viewing the totem as 

a precursor to religious belief reinforcing: ‘the claim of totemism to be considered the first 

attempt at a religion’ (Freud: 2012:264) before affirming, ‘I want to state the conclusion that 

the beginnings of religion, ethics, society, and art meet in the Oedipus complex’ (Freud: 

2012:285). This is not a viewpoint the Surrealists concur with, awed by the mystical nature 

of indigenous objects. Moreover, Rubin (1984:36) observes that ‘The rites in which tribal 

communities firmly put their faith, on the contrary, normally provided a substantial 

psychological security.’ As such, Rubin does not consider religion as tantamount to neurosis 

in the manner of Freud.  

Despite its dubious theoretical premise, Freud does make nascent linkages between art and 

religion, although this is merely dismissed as ‘magic’ in his own rhetoric. He states:   

People speak with justice of the 'magic of art' and compare artists to magicians. 
But the comparison is perhaps more significant than it claims to be. There can be 
no doubt that art did not begin, as art for art's sake. It worked originally in the 
service of impulses which are for the most part extinct today. And among them 
we may suspect the presence of many magical purposes (Freud: 2012:90).  

Freud goes on to cite paintings of animals in French caves as beholden to mystical purposes. 

As such, whilst Freud couches religious belief as tantamount to neurosis, he nonetheless 

draws attention to the fact that many works of so-called ‘primitive’ art had a spiritual use-

value.  This aspect of ‘primitive’ art merits greater analysis as opposed to Rubin’s primarily 

aesthetic approach I drew attention to in the introduction. Moreover, Freud’s Totem and 

Taboo provides insight into ‘the exogamy that is related with the totem’ (2012:7). Exogamy, 

indeed, serves as Cosmopolitanism in its most ‘primitive’ sense, a necessity to look outside 

one’s immediate relations and clan to find a partner, eschewing any temptation towards 

incest.  
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In contrast to Freud’s rendering of non-western spirituality as childlike134, this chapter 

argues that the photographs in both exhibitions instigate a dialogue of Cosmopolitanism 

that propounds a positive view of religion and spiritual belief systems. Consequently, I 

allude to works that explore worldwide spirituality and religion, citing the nascent coterie of 

cosmopolitan theorists who work in this domain alongside the pivotal figures of Kant and 

Hegel. Indeed, Man Ray’s photographed Oceanic artefacts all have religious connotations. 

Unfortunately, no extant photography of the 1926 exhibition can be found, therefore any 

suppositions as to the arrangement are mere conjecture. Hence, emphasis is placed on the 

curatorial gesture to juxtapose works of Western modernism with Oceanic art in a holistic 

sense. The focus is on pieces that are photographed for the catalogue by Man Ray himself 

(Galerie Surréaliste: 1926) since this testifies to a deliberate, evidenced ambition. In total, 

eight works, a melange of Man Ray’s paintings and Oceanic objects are included therein. 

Man Ray’s Portrait of Rrose Selavy (1923), L’Impossibilité (1917) and Un Rêve (1912) all 

feature in the catalogue. Oceanic objects from French Polynesia, Easter Island, Hawaii, the 

Loyalty Islands and Nouveau Mecklembourg (New Ireland) are concurrently photographed 

for the same catalogue. Therefore, the chapter aims to juxtapose Man Ray’s own works and 

those from Oceania, all of which are photographed by him for the exhibition’s 

accompanying catalogue, a Surrealist production in its own right.  

 

Ten years later during the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition, ethnographic 

photographs of non-Western objects were taken at the British Museum and interspersed 

amongst Surrealist artworks. Ten photographs in total were used spanning Solomon Island 

Fish Coffins to Congolese Nail Fetishes. The entries for the Surrealist artwork on display 

from the British Museum are accessible in the accompanying exhibition catalogue (New 

Burlington Galleries: 1936:29-30). Furthermore, all the photographic reproductions used in 

the Surrealist exhibition are available via the British Museum Collection and its Handbook to 

the Ethnographic Collections (1910). At the archives of the Scottish National Gallery of 

                                                 
134 As Louise Tythacott (2006:54) notes: ‘For him, non-European people inhabit ‘the childhood of man’ , 
providing a ‘well preserved picture of an early stage of our own development’ (Freud [1913] 1960: 125).  The 
mind of civilised westerners, by contrast, has experienced three stages of development: ‘the three great 
pictures of the universe: animalistic  (or mythological), religious and scientific (Freud [1913]: 1960: 77)’.  
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Modern Art135 (SNGMA), the minutes of the exhibition’s organising committee are held as 

well as related correspondence and press cuttings.  

 

Interestingly, the archives demonstrate that Paul Nash and Hugh Sykes Davies were 

responsible for the selection of the non-Western objects to be photographed. These ten 

photographs, neglected by scholars, will each be analysed alongside a comparative 

Surrealist artwork from the 1936 exhibition. Press cuttings relating to particular Surrealist 

artists’ work will be included in the analysis. Unfortunately, extant photography of the 

exhibition is not sufficient to give a repertoire of each work’s positioning. Hence, conceiving 

of the exhibition in its entirety, it is clear that the Surrealist wanted to present an overall 

message about Cosmopolitanism through a transcendence of taxonomic display 

mechanisms synonymous with the ethnographic museum. Thus, object juxtapositions will 

be used, regardless of where they were precisely displayed in relation to each other, to 

foreground important similarities in both meaning and form between Surrealist works and 

those of Africa and Oceania. 

 

3.2 Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des Iles 

 

Man Ray shot the Oceanic photographs for this exhibition during his pilgrimages to the 

Trocadéro. Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des Iles was the inaugural exhibition of the 

Galerie Surréaliste headed by the Surrealist filmmaker Roland Tual. In terms of extant 

literature, Wendy Grossman has already analysed in detail Man Ray’s corpus of African Art 

photography in the seminal ‘Man Ray, African Art and the Modernist Lens’ (2009). Her 

commentary on the idiosyncratic status of photography offers important insights into Man 

Ray’s practice, pointing out that: ‘the camera lens became a prism through which a large 

audience for the first-time experienced African art, a development in which Man Ray’s 

photographs played an influential role’ (2009:61). The same principle clearly applies to 

Oceanic Art. Photography assumes the form of a cosmopolitan resource for the 

dissemination of non-Western cultures due to the inherent convenience of mechanical 

reproduction embodied in the exhibition catalogue. Even so, more work needs to be done 

                                                 
135 All archival materials pertaining to the International Surrealist Exhibition of 1936 used in this thesis are 
housed in the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art Archives, henceforth abbreviated to SNGMA. 
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on the meanings engendered by such juxtapositions, both African and Oceanic, which 

presents a gap in the literature. Indeed, within the discipline of art-history, there has been a 

prevailing tendency to focus on how these artefacts influenced modern artists.  Notably, 

Rubin (1984:1) states: ‘The ethnologist's primary concern- the specific function and 

significance of each of these objects- is irrelevant to my topic, except insofar as these facts 

might have been known to the modern artists in question.’  Rubin is clear throughout 

Primitivism that his primary concern is with the reception of non-Western works by modern 

artists. Whilst this is a relevant line of inquiry, there seems to be an underlying assumption 

in his and other works that the Surrealists did not know much about the objects they were 

displaying136. This is challenged by my findings in the previous chapter and the extensive 

anthropological explorations published by the Surrealist-related journals of Documents and 

Minotaure.  These explorations indeed open a new vision of the ethnologist’s concern as 

also that of the art historian’s. Particularly, the interests of the Surrealists in non-Western 

spirituality merits further interrogation.  

 

A common thread which binds together the overarching significance of Oceanic sculpture 

and Man Ray’s work is that of the metaphysical realm; the dream, spirituality, syncretism 

and religious practice. Indeed, Cosmopolitanism, given its etymological origin in the cosmos, 

is compatible with non-telluric configurations. This is the prism through which both Man 

Ray’s works and those emanating from non-Western cultures will be viewed.  

 

Regarding contemporaneous reception of the Man Ray exhibition, Nancy Cunard writes a 

short appraisal for the British edition of Vogue magazine. This formed part of a wider piece 

relating her general impressions of Paris as a city within an article entitled ‘Paris as I See it.’ 

She states: 

The gallery opened (at Midnight) last March with a collection of Man Ray (…) As 
the gallery deals with African and Oceanic Art, sculpture, fetishes, wooden 
masks, and native work in general, it was curious to note the definite affinity 

                                                 
136 This is a common misunderstanding in works of academic literature that investigate Surrealism and 
Anthropology. By way of example, a book chapter by Mark Gisbourne entitled ‘Dada and Surrealism in Paris 
1919-1947’ in the popular survey work Dawtrey et al (2003:95) Investigating Modern Art states: ‘By the 
standards of modern Anthropology, any Surrealist understanding of ‘primitive art’ was cursory or simplistic to 
say the least.’ Such an assertion is hard to reconcile with the fact that Michel Leiris was a professional 
anthropologist and journals Documents and Minotaure, explored in the previous chapter, contained numerous 
contributions from renowned anthropologists.  
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between many of Man Ray’s paintings and the wooden carvings from Oceania 
(…)No one thinks any longer about disputing the influence of African and 
Oceanic Art on contemporaneous painting (…) The work of savages is no more 
incomprehensible that would be thought nowadays an abstract painting   
(Vogue London: 1926:10:75).  

 

The fact that the gallery opened at midnight indicates an association of non-Western 

cultures with the nocturnal and the occult. Moreover, Cunard is adamant about the 

iconographic transference between Oceanic art and the paintings of Man Ray, these are not 

randomised juxtapositions. Crucially, Cunard appeals to a cultural relativist position in order 

to highlight that ambiguity of meaning is integral to several modernist art movements. 

Whilst Cunard had the privilege of attending the preview, the role of photo-mechanical 

reproduction within the catalogue gave this exhibition a lasting legacy and firmly 

established Man Ray’s photographic portfolio of Oceanic objects.  

 

Tériade in Cahiers d’Art (1926:58) provides a much more pessimistic reception of the 

exhibition stating the Surrealist offering constitutes: ‘An exhibition like all others in a gallery 

like all others’ 137 which seems to excoriate the curatorial innovation of juxtaposing Western 

and non-Western artwork. However, he singles out the catalogue as having Surrealist 

intentions, corroborating the value of interrogating this Surrealist artefact. A more balanced 

view is espoused in Le Bulletin de la Vie Artistique of May 1st 1926 (1926:142). An 

anonymous reviewer, focussing on the Oceanic artefacts, states, ‘All these objects are, 

whilst admirable, at least animated by a power of profound suggestion, intensely poetic’ 138. 

As such, the reviewer confers an artistic subjectivity upon supposedly ethnographic works, 

frequently couched in monolithic museal interpretations. A cosmopolitan sense of border-

transcedence is also cited by another anonymous reviewer who conserved the invitation 

card. The journal L’Europe Nouvelle for the 3rd April 1926 (1926:431), reproduces a Surrealist 

stream of consciousness written on the card: ‘Without sun, without thread, without earth, 

without reproach, without country, without further ado, without respite, without love, 

without effort, without you, without mirror, without stars’.139 As such, the core ideas of 

                                                 
137  ‘Une exposition, somme toute, comme tous les autres, une galerie comme il y en a tant’ 
138 ‘Tous ces objets sont, sinon admirables, du moins animées d’une puissance de suggestion profonde, 
intensément poétiques’ 
139 ‘Sans soleil, sans fil, sans terre, sans reproches, sans patrie, sans plus, sans relâche, sans cœur, sans peine, 
sans vous, sans tain, sans étoiles.’ 
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metaphysicality and the cosmopolitan appear pervasive in the Surrealist consciousness, 

particularly in the affirmations ‘without earth’ and ‘without country.’ This litany affirms that 

the exhibition attempts to transcend the notion of a nation state and even an earth-bound 

existence.  

 

3.3 Nias Sculpture 

 

The three tableaux by Man Ray chosen for the catalogue are inspired by the foundational 

Surrealist themes present in Breton’s Manifesto; the Portrait of Rrose Selavy (1923) 

dialogues with eroticism, L’impossiblité (1917) with the occult rituals and Un Rêve (1912) 

with the reconciliation of dream and reality. The photographic frontispiece of the catalogue 

is Oceanic and deliberately commingles spirituality with seduction. Entitled, La lune brille sur 

l’ile de Nias, the work emanates from the collection of André Breton himself. This is a 

Niasian wooden sculpture called an Adu Zatua. The effigy depicts a high-ranking ancestral 

being. According to Viatte (2006:41), ‘They were destined to welcome the soul of the 

deceased and to reinvigorate them with life’ 140. The embodiment of a deity materialises 

religion whilst the grandiose headpiece dwarfs the body of this chimerical being, 

accentuating the ceremonial role of the object. It is significant that Man Ray does not 

merely document this artefact but elaborates a veritable aurora in the background. This 

highly cultivated setting also adds a performative element to the presentation of Oceanic 

artefacts, eschewing taxonomic representations courtesy of the ethnographic community.  

The emanation of light creates a godly presence illuminating the object and isolating it from 

the constraints of societal bounds. The earth is stripped bare to only the sun, a deity, and an 

island-scape. 

 

 Man Ray’s focus on localised religions opposes the view of Luhmann who comments: 

‘World religions are an important, perhaps the most important contribution to the 

formation of a system of religion. They may be said to anticipate the world society’ (Beck: 

2014:257). Instead, Man Ray’s photograph resonates more with Jeremy Waldron’s view of 

Cosmopolitanism and minority cultures whereby he favours ‘kaleidoscopic tension and 

                                                 
140 ‘Elles étaient destinées à accueillir l'âme du défunt et à lui redonner vie’ 
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variety’ (1992:753) and couches the preservation of minority culture as a human right in 

which ‘particular cultures, communities and ethnic traditions have a right to exist and a right 

to be protected from decay, assimilation and desuetude’ (1992:757).  Perhaps Man Ray is 

attempting to unveil a spiritual alternative to religions of worldwide expanse and the 

hegemonic power structures under which they operate.  

 

Given the male sex of the figure, the headdress of the Adu Zatua can also be read as a 

phallic symbol.  Indeed, according to Feldman’s analysis of an Adu Zatua’s role, ‘Head-

hunting is associated with the veneration of the ancestors whose spirits must be appeased 

in order to have fertility, abundance, and success in any undertaking’ (1984: 42).  However, 

when read alongside Man Ray’s portrait of Rrose Selavy in the accompanying catalogue, 

(the heteronym of Marcel Duchamp) which one pronounces as ‘Eros c’est la vie,’ [Eros is 

life], a different interpretation arises. Although the Nias figure here is unambiguously male, 

Feldman (1984:47) notes that Central Nias figural sculpture is ‘most often bisexual’, 

affirming affinities with Duchamp’s fluid sexuality. In Man Ray’s painting of Rrose Selavy, 

Duchamp is not engaged in cross-dressing, as apparent in several other works. He is 

presented as a playfully masculine figure. This could signal that the persona of Rrose Selavy 

is not a mere masquerade but a strong statement of a more essential freedom to move in 

between distinct gender categories. Indeed, many Adu Zatua carvings have distinct male 

genitalia as well as breasts. Androgyny is a common trope across many iterations of so-

called ‘primitive’ art. Whilst Judeo-Christian religions designate bisexuality a sin, indigenous 

religions reify it in their iconography. It would seem that a mutual tolerance of difference 

traverses so-called ‘primitive’ societies and European cosmopolitan modernity.  

Indeed, Ulrich Beck creates the concept of a ‘cosmopolitan constellation’ apropos religious 

belief. He states: ‘the territorial exclusivity of religious imagined communities is coming to 

an end, and even where it still exists, the voices of the different religions collide with one 

another in a global society where communication knows no bounds’ (2014:41). As such, the 

prescience of Man Ray’s juxtapositions cannot be under-emphasised. By deifying 

androgyny, Oceanic religions had already shattered many taboos that persist within the 

framework of modernist European society, counter to Freud’s argument of such societies 

being in thrall to moral restrictions. Whilst the Nias sculpture is inherently metaphysical, 



 

 173 

Duchamp has to resort to performativity and subversion to disseminate his androgynous 

aesthetic. Within Man Ray’s exhibition, opposing two forms of otherness (cultural and 

sexual) ultimately displace any sense of dominant ideology allowing a cosmopolitan vision 

to blossom.  

Figure 3.1 Man Ray La Lune Brille sur L’Ile de Nias, 1926, photograph, 18 cm x 13cm, Centre 

Pompidou Paris 

Figure 3.2  Man Ray Reproduction du Portrait de Rrose Selavy, 1926, Photograph, 23 x 

17.5cm Centre Pompidou Paris 

3.4 New Ireland Sculpture  

The next comparison centres on dancing as a religious ritual.  Under the aegis of Surrealism, 

many dancers such as Hélène Vanel and Man Ray’s own partner, Adrienne Fidelin, found 

their performative home. The focus here is the photographed dance mask from Nouveau-

Mecklembourg (New Ireland) subtitled ‘Les Admirables Masques de Nouveau-

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can 
be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Mecklembourg [The Admirable Masks of New Ireland]141 and Man Ray’s L’Impossibilité 

(dancer –danger) [Impossibility (Danger-Danger)]. In his ethnographic study of New Ireland 

art and ritual, Gunn (1997:146) notes that ‘public dance or singing masks are called 

Tatanua …Tatanua masks are amongst the most well-known of all Malagan (New Ireland) 

artworks’. Man Ray’s decision to juxtapose performative apparatus is thus no coincidence.  

 

Gunn cites a fin-de-siècle ethnographer, Parkinson, who had witnessed ritual ceremonies in 

New Ireland incorporating the Tatanua mask first-hand in 1907.  A succinct version of his 

account aptly described the role of the mask in context, oscillating somewhere in between 

the Batailliean continuum of sex and death, two universal, transcendental dimensions of 

human existence. Parkinson (Gunn: 1997: 148) states: ‘The erotic dances were very popular 

and are mainly carried out as celebrations in honour of the dead. …it soon becomes clear 

that the first groups represent men and the newcomer a woman. …she pushes one flatterer 

away ... but she finally owns herself conquered and takes one of the masked figures as her 

lover.’ Viewing Man Ray’s L’Impossibilité dancer/danger (1917) in the light of ritual 

ceremony, it appears that his painting also depicts the ritualistic mechanisation of Western 

society. However, in his Objets de Mon Affection (1983:123), Man Ray states:  

 

My last painting, which was spray-painted, represented indented cogs which 
were inspired by the gyrations of a Spanish dancer that I had seen in a musical 
revue. The title was part of the composition. One could either read dancer or 
danger 142. 

 

Interestingly, ritual dance is mentioned several times in Freud’s Totem and Taboo. Freud 

comments: ‘Dances in which all the members of the tribe disguise themselves as their totem 

and act like it, serve various magic and religious purposes’ (2012: 52). Whilst, gyrations in 

Western dance may symbolise an erotic escape, similar movements amongst so-called 

primitive peoples adopt a mimetic, communicative function rather than what Parkinson 

                                                 
141 Unfortunately, I was only permitted to consult the microfilm of the Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des Iles 
catalogue at the BNF. As such, the picture quality of the mask is low and I have been unable to locate a 
reproduction of this image elsewhere. In order to appreciate the mask’s iconography, please consult Figure 
3.3.  
142 ‘Mon dernier tableau, peint au pistolet, représentant des roues dentées qui m'avaient été inspirées par les 
girations d'une danseause espagnole que j'avais vue dans une revue musicale. Le titre faisait partie de la 
composition. On lisait soit DANSEUR soit DANGER’ 
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describes as merely erotic. This testifies to an evident eroticisation of ritual dance practice 

by ethnographers and a more pertinent insight by Freud on this particular matter.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.3 Anon. Tatanua Mask, 1880s, sculpture, 20 x 35 x 44.5 (British Museum) 

Man Ray’s use of the word ‘girations’ parallels the movement of the ritual dancers from 

New Ireland. The movement of a dancer is firmly aligned with the so-called ‘primitive.’ One 

could indeed argue that the prescribed nature of non-Western rituals philosophically 

parallels the mechanisation of Western society which Man Ray depicts through his 

constellations of interlocking mechanisms. The act of dance is often viewed as a 

spontaneous expression of individuality but it is more likely that the gyrations of both the 

Andalusian dancer who inspired Man Ray’s painting and those of the New Irelanders were 

premeditated performances. The dances of the New Irelanders were accompanied by an 

orchestra in the same way that Man Ray’s ‘Banjo’ signals the commingling of music. The 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party 
Copyright. Pages where material has been removed are clearly 
marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis 
can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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banjo, being a folk instrument seems to resonate more with tropes of tradition which is 

then juxtaposed with a mechanised vision of modernity. The title ‘L’impossibilité’ could well 

signal the failure of traditional ritual coalescing with the demands of modern society.  

 

Figure 3.4 Man Ray Les Admirables Masques de Nouveau Mecklembourg, 1926, photograph, 

dimensions unknown, Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des Iles Catalogue (1926)– microfilm, 

BNF Paris.  

Figure 3.5 Man Ray L’Impossibilité , 1917, Painting, 60.8 x 35.2 cm Centre Pompidou, Paris. 

3.5 Loyalty Islands Sculpture  

Man Ray’s work Un Rêve (1912) resonates well with his photograph of a Loyalty Islands 

carving. The catalogue photograph by Man Ray is subtitled with the phrase, ‘The perfect 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed 
at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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imbeciles of the Loyalty Islands’ 143. The Loyalty Islands form a remote part of New 

Caledonia populated by the Kanak people. Leblic (2010:112) notes that the Kanaks view the 

dream as the catalyst for creative endeavours. She points out that ‘The dream is often the 

initiation of the creative process. Many Kanaks dream what they will later create when they 

wake up, whether sculptures, pictorial representations, or songs and dance’ 144. Man Ray’s 

own conception of a dream displays significant resonances with Freud’s 1899 The 

Interpretation of Dreams and the concept of wish-fulfilment.  The dream is both a ‘universal’ 

and primitive phenomenon in that it is common to all humanity. Indeed, when read 

synchronically with the Loyalty Island sculpture, Man Ray’s painting attests to a process of 

universal discovery. The setting is stratospheric. The human form appears to metamorphose 

into an atmospheric spirit, ascending towards the heavens. The ground is replaced by a 

carpet of clouds.  

 

The unadorned composition of the Loyalty Islands sculpture masks a plethora of 

metaphysical significance.  It appears Man Ray erroneously conflates the simplicity of the 

sculpture with the culture in which it was created, couching the work in a Rousseauist noble 

savage dynamic in his caption. Indeed, a reviewer for Le Bulletin de la Vie Artistique on the 

1st May 1926 specifically highlights and reproduces a photograph of the Loyalty Islands 

sculpture describing it as displaying ‘a sort of divine bestiality’ (1926:142) 145. The piece in 

question emanates from André Breton’s collection and is simply described in the catalogue 

as sculpted stone.  Yet for the Kanaks of New Caledonia (including the Loyalty Islands), the 

career of an artist was only granted in accordance with one’s lineage. According to Métais’ 

study of New Caledonian Art, ‘Their gift came from an old ancestor who had given to their 

grandfather a magical stone containing a special power and magic herbs to control their 

actions. The artists only worked after being inspired through fasting and prayers’ (1979:3) 

146. This shows that although the dream inspired the creative process, the impetus to create 

                                                 
143 ‘Les Parfaits Imbéciles des Iles Loyauté’ 
144 ‘Le rêve est souvent à l’initiative du processus créatif. Nombreux sont les Kanak qui voient en rêve ce qu’ils 
réaliseront ensuite au réveil, que ce soient des sculptures, des représentations picturales ou des chants et 
danses’ 
145 ‘une sorte de bestialité divine’ 
146 ‘Leur don venait d'un vieil Ancêtre qui avait remis à leur aïeul une pierre magique contenant un pouvoir 
spécialisé et des herbes tout aussi magiques pour conduire leurs gestes. Les artistes ne « travaillaient » 
qu'inspirés et après des jeûnes et des prières.’ 
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was not universal or democratic but couched in strict religious codes. This parallels the 

monotheism of certain religions whereby, ‘Despite ideationally purporting to strive for 

peace, by emphasizing difference monotheistic religions find themselves suspended 

between tolerance and violence’ (Beck:2014:51). This begs the question, is Man Ray’s 

reverie a Judeo-Christian ascension or is he universalising the idea of heaven when read in 

tandem with religious artefacts from diverse belief systems? 

 

The fact that the Loyalty Islands stone has been sculptured in the form of a human head 

implies an ancestral manifestation. Cults of homogenous ancestral lineage are indeed 

anathema to the cosmopolitan commingling of races and inherently exclusionary. When 

decontextualized, however, the object does not suggests such meanings. Although in certain 

circumstances the Surrealists have been criticised for their extrapolations of art from its 

original context, perhaps juxtapositions with European modernist art enable the very cross-

cultural fertilisation necessary to cross national borders. Indeed, Mythen (2013:4) sees that 

‘In absorbing elements of assorted religions, at an agential level people are able to embrace 

cultural diversity.’ The art no longer belongs to a particular clan but abandons its exclusivity 

to become part of a broader dialogue on the creative process around the world. The 

conjoining belief system of the Kanak peoples can be explained simultaneously in terms of 

dreaming and rigid ancestral lineage given that:  

 

The great ancestor, origin and symbol of the indestructible unity of the clan, a 
mythical, legendary personage, as well as illustrious people who have been 
brought back to earth through dreams upon the appearance of magic stones 
that help those in uncertain circumstances (Metais: 1979: 6) 147.  

 

Hence the dream and family lineage coalesce. When viewing Man Ray’s work in the context 

of the Kanak’s dualistic system of metaphysical spontaneity and terrestrial rigidity, it 

appears that the leitmotiv of his work assumes the form of a reverberating streetlight, 

guiding the path of the ascendant souls whilst concurrently serving as a meta-commentary 

on the necessity for light and shade in the painting process.  

                                                 
147 ‘le grand Ancêtre, origine et expression de l'unité indestructible du clan, personnage mythique fabuleux, 
ainsi que des personnages illustres que des rêves ont ramenés sur terre sous l'apparence de pierres magiques 
pour aider les hommes dans les moments incertains’ 
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Figure 3.6 Man Ray Reproduction de ‘Un Rêve’, 1926, Photograph, 18 x 24cm, Centre 

Pompidou Paris 

Figure 3.7 Man Ray Les Parfaits Imbéciles des Iles Loyauté, 1926, Photograph, 18 x 13cm, 

Centre Pompidou Paris 

3.4 New Guinean Sculpture  

Man Ray photographs a mask from New Guinea which, unlike the other photographs, has 

no maxim underneath. However, its provenance has been determined by curators at the 

Centre Pompidou, Paris and the catalogue states it emanates from André Breton’s 

collection. The mask in question is a Sepik mask. The only literature on Tableaux de Man 

Ray et Objets des Iles is a very brief summary by Wendy Grossman (2007:312), in an essay 

entitled From Ethnographic Object to Modernist Icon: Photographs of African and Oceanic 

Sculpture and the Rhetoric of the Image. No relationship between the objects on display is 

discussed but she correctly identifies that Man Ray’s photograph of this mask ‘is not a 

documentary representation.’ Indeed, the use of lighting endows the mask with a 

reverberating, ethereal presence. According to Haddon (1923:81), wooden Sepik masks are 

usually ‘masks of the dead’. When read in tandem with Man Ray’s photograph Le Retour à 

la Raison, the Bataillean dichotomy of sex and death remerges. Le Retour à la Raison is a still 

from Man Ray’s film of the same name, it culminates in the emergence of Kiki de 

Montparnasse, her torso strewn with light, reflecting the geometric patterning of ruffled 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version 
of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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window curtains148. The frequent juxtapositions of sex and death in Man Ray’s exhibition 

serve to annihilate cultural difference, focussing on the common fate of mankind. Indeed, in 

his thesis upon L’Erotisme (1923) Bataille states: ‘With regard to eroticism, it is possible to 

say that it is the affirmation of life even in death’ (1957:17) 149. In particular, Bataille 

formulates the concept of ‘érotisme sacré’ [sacred eroticism] which seems to encapsulate 

metaphysical affinities between the Oceanic objects and Man Ray’s oeuvre. Indeed, one can 

argue that the body limits cosmopolitan endeavour in its servility to the nation state, bound 

by its location and tangible existence; but since the spirit is no longer a thing, it is free to 

transcend borders. 

The body in question here, that of Kiki de Montparnasse, is often analysed in terms of its 

Frenchness and the left bank of Paris with much scholarship devoted to her life story (see 

Bocquet:2011; Girard:2013;  Hemingway:1964;  Kohner:1968).  Yet, Kiki would go on to be 

photographed by Man Ray alongside a Baoulé mask in the infamous Noire et Blanche in the 

very same year as the tableaux exhibition itself (which was held early on in March). In Noire 

et Blanche, Kiki de Montparnasse is juxtaposed with a Baoulé mask from the Ivory Coast. 

These masks were used to denote the beauty of female relatives in performance and do not 

carry any morbid connotations.  In Noire et Blanche, Man Ray’s cosmopolitan endeavour 

emanates from a universalisation of beauty across race whilst in the Tableaux exhibition, a 

universal formation of Cosmopolitanism is adopted whereby all humanity is irrevocably 

bound by the border-transgressing phenomena of sex and death. 

The narrowness of the photographed Sepik mask hung on the panel of a gallery wall, creates 

the vision of a tableau itself. The mask is deprived of its three-dimensional nature and the 

facial features are exaggerated. Furthermore, by photographing the object, the relation of 

the mask to death is itself accentuated. Indeed, in Camera Lucida, Barthes (1981:32) 

comments ‘photography is a kind of primitive theatre, a kind of tableaux vivant, a figuration 

of the motionless and made-up face beneath which we see the dead.’ By photographing a 

representation of death, Man Ray de-contextualises what the Sepiks use as a memento 

mori, associating the death of the objects’ unique aura with the decline of indigenous 

                                                 
148 This film still was displayed at the exhibition but not reproduced in the accompanying catalogue. One more 
Oceanic object than a Man Ray work was reproduced photographically.  
149 'De l'érotisme, il est possible de dire qu'il est l'approbation de la vie jusque dans la mort’ 
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rituals, religion, and culture. Sepik culture is now readily consumable for Western eyes 

owing to the mechanically reproduced photograph but the empirical reality of the 

indigenous culture itself is highly precarious and endangered by forces of globalisation. 

Perhaps Man Ray engages in what Turner (2001:150) terms ‘Cosmopolitan Irony’ whereby 

he can ‘achieve some distance from our own local culture; reflexivity with respect to other 

cultural values, scepticism with respect towards the grand narratives of modern ideologies; 

care for other cultures especially aboriginal cultures (…) and an ecumenical commitment to 

dialogue with other cultures especially religious cultures.’ Indeed, Man Ray’s exhibition does 

not simply revere the Oceanic artefacts, but interrogates their representation within 

Western modernity. 

Figure 3.8 Man Ray Fétiche de Nouvelle-Guinée, 1923, Photograph, 18 x 13cm, Centre 

Pompidou Paris 

Figure 3.9 Man Ray Le Retour à La Raison, 1923, film still 35mm, Centre Pompidou Paris 

3.6 Hawaiian Sculpture  

Man Ray also photographs a Hawaiian sculpture entitled ‘Mais où sont les Iles Sandwich?’  

[But where are the Sandwich Islands?]. Hawaii was originally named the Sandwich Islands by 

the colonial explorer Captain James Cook. Man Ray, therefore, unearths the hidden spectre 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
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of colonialism that imperils a cosmopolitan display of these Oceanic artefacts. Naturally, the 

caption also expresses an exotic sense of remoteness and distancing by mystifying their 

location. However, the object is officially entitled in the catalogue as a fetish from Hawaii. 

Furthermore, the provenance of this object is traced to the collection of André Level in the 

accompanying catalogue. An identical image of the sculpture can be found in Level’s book 

L’Art Nègre et Océanien (1919). Level describes his own sculpture in this text couching 

Hawaii as having ‘created monsters’ 150 whilst being made of ‘A hard and dense wood’ 151 

(24). This plays into stereotypes of Oceanic art as intrinsically violent whilst many objetcs 

were in fact intended for protection purposes.  The photograph is simply entitled ‘Iles 

Sandwich’ by Level which implies a colonial normativity bereft of Man Ray’s irony. Indeed, 

André Level organised an exhibition in 1924 entitled Exposition de l’Art Indigène des 

Colonies d’Afrique et l’Océanie [Exposition of Indigenous Art from the colonies of Africa and 

Oceania], a positive affirmation of France’s control of these vast regions. In the Tableaux 

catalogue, André Level’s name is rendered in full whilst those of well-known Surrealists are 

merely abbreviated. This could be a subtle manner to distance him from Surrealist group 

members as he clearly didn’t share their anti-colonialist ideals. One could even consider 

Man Ray’s caption as a direct riposte to André Level’s colonial nomenclature in his own 

catalogue.  

 

                                                 
150 ‘engendré des monstres’ 
151 ‘un bois pesant et dur’ 



 

 183 

 

Figure 3.10 André Level Iles Sandwich, 1919, sculpture, dimensions unknown, Plate 3 in L’Art 

Nègre et Océanien p. 94 

 

The only comprehensive study of Hawaiian sculpture is by Cox and Davenport (1988). They 

note that their study ‘was limited to the Hawaiian sculpture of the human figure in wood. 

Within the sculptural tradition there was very little else’ (xiii). Furthermore, there are no 

known examples of figurative subjects other than the human form. An entire culture that 

limits its artistic activity solely to the human form certainly merits greater analysis. Whilst by 

no means a limitation, the human form is one of Man Ray’s artistic predilections. There are 

several stylistic affinities between the Hawaiian sculpture Man Ray photographed and his 

piece entitled Femme (1923), which forms part of André Breton’s collection.  The Hawaiian 

sculpture clearly denotes a male form whilst Man Ray’s abstract painting deconstructs the 

female figure somewhat brutally. In Hawaii, sculpture was made ‘for the express purpose of 

rendering abstract concepts into concrete form’ (Cox and Davenport: 1988:4). Man Ray 

operates in vice-versa logic to this way of seeing.  
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The Hawaiian sculpture in question can be categorised as an Aumakua. Cox and Davenport 

(1988) note that Aumakua ‘were family or personal gods, they also functioned as protective 

spirits’ (72). Hawaiian culture was fervently male-dominated until a chiefess named 

Ka’ahumanu banned the separation of male and females during meal times which was 

known as Kapu.  Cox and Davenport (1988:20) comment ’When the people saw that their 

gods failed to punish this gross violation of a fundamental kapu, the religious sanctions of 

the whole social system collapsed.’ Ironically, the fight for gender equality led to the 

downfall of Hawaiian indigenous sculpture given that those allowed to practice were all 

male priests.  In Totem and Taboo, Freud erroneously creates a timeless vision of so-called 

‘primitive’ societies where progress is not made and taboo are eternal phenomena. The 

phrase ‘The persistence of taboo’ (2012:20) is consistently used by Freud. But with regard to 

the Aumakua, here is a case where historicisation charts the decline of the taboo. In the 

exhibition, Man Ray is certainly not advocating a return to the Rousseauist Noble Savage. 

Indeed, Turner (2001:150) states that ‘cosmopolitan irony is generally incompatible with 

nostalgia because it recognises that our modern dilemmas cannot be resolved simply by a 

naïve return to origins.’ Surely, Man Ray is preserving ‘minority culture’ by invigorating it 

with modernist juxtapositions, imbuing it with new life instead of lamenting the advent of 

modernity.  

Despite the history of male-domination, some facets of Hawaiian sculpture remain 

compatible with a cosmopolitan outlook. Elements of abstraction are one of the key formal 

elements that relate Aumakua to Man Ray’s Femme. Cox and Davenport (1988:94) note that 

the ‘Aumakua figures an appearance of anatomical completeness even though the elements 

of anatomy are simplified and abstracted.’ Man Ray’s Femme does not constitute any 

tangible human form on its own, but the title confers a sense of coherence. Nevertheless, 

Man Ray has argued that elements of abstraction can be placed in the service of 

Cosmopolitanism. He states: ‘It would be wonderful to do paintings like music, that are 

abstract, that would be immediately accepted, understood by all nations’ (Baldwin: 1991: 

9). Whilst a noble sentiment, this signifies a somewhat naïve conception of how 

Cosmopolitanism operates empirically. A viewer cannot understand the metaphysical 

connotations of the Hawaiian sculpture without substantive knowledge of the Hawaiian 

culture surrounding them. Similarly, abstraction of the female form is viewed very 
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differently across cultures, therefore one cannot conclude that abstraction catalyses 

universality. It does, however, attest to an iconographic transference between elements of 

primitive art and modernist works.  Indeed, ‘primitive’ sculpture is most likely an untapped 

source into the origins of abstraction, a mode which gained substantive popularity during 

the early years of the twentieth century not just amongst the Surrealists.  

In all, the pieces chosen to be photographed for Man Ray’s catalogue do not seem to be 

wholly aleatory, Western and Oceanic works entering into both a formalistic and theoretical 

dialogue with one another. Above all, several spiritual resonances can be found between 

the works of Man Ray and those of so-called primitive art.  This adds a further dimension to 

Rubin’s notion of ‘affinities’ between non-Western art and its subsequent reception by 

modern Euro-American artists.  

Figure 3.11 Man Ray  Mais où sont les Iles Sandwich?, 1926, Photograph, 18 x 13 Centre 

Pompidou Paris 

Figure 3.12 Man Ray Femme, 1923, painting, 35cm x 26.5 cm Private Collection  
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3.7 British Museum photography at the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition 

Having examined the Man Ray exhibition catalogue, discussion now turns to similar ties 

between the Surrealist and non-Western art on display at the first International Surrealist 

Exhibition, New Burlington Galleries, London (1936). 

At the minutes of the organising committee on April 22nd, 1936, exhibition secretary Diana 

Briton Lee states: ‘Mr Nash reported that he has visited the British Museum with Mr Sykes 

Davis and had selected certain objects, which could not be removed from the Museum but 

could be photographed. He suggested that 3’ x 2’ enlargements should be hung’ (SNGMA 

Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA719). It is subsequently noted at a later undated meeting that 

‘Mr. Nash reported a letter from photographers offering to do half a dozen 3’ by 2’ 

enlargements at 10/ each, of objects in the British Museum’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA 

A35/1/1/RPA719). Another comment arising from the committee meeting of April 6th, 1936 

also emphasises the importance the Surrealists placed upon non-Western objects in the 

exhibition: ‘It was agreed that Messrs Nash, Davies, and Moore should make an objects sub-

committee’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA719).  Indeed, the work of Paul Nash, in 

particular, is not often associated with non-Western art. Therefore, a detailed comparison 

will now be made between his work and one of the British Museum Photographs to prise 

out commonalities.  

 

Besides the British Museum photography, fifteen New Guinean Sepik sculptures were lent 

to the Surrealists from the Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology in Cambridge. Whilst the 

Sepik objects merit their own in-depth analysis at a later date, the ten photographs from the 

British Museum span a multitude of non-Western cultures from Micronesia to West Africa 

and testify to a syncretic belief-system. Hence, these objects will be juxtaposed with 

Surrealist artwork that was also displayed in the exhibition as was the case for the previous 

section. Furthermore, the loaned photographs demonstrate that this reproducible medium 

is deemed to be as auratic as the object proper. This further denotes the potential of the 

photographic medium, as an internationalising vector for cultural dissemination.  
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Of significance is the view of certain newspapers who regarded the inclusion of African and 

Oceanic objects as one of the more admirable and conservative elements of the exhibition. 

An exhibition review from the Daily Mail dated 12 June 1936 opines, ‘One turns with relief 

to a few objects made by African and Polynesian savages. Several genuine negro masks have 

plastic and decorative qualities absent from the majority of what has been gathered around 

them’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721).  The utilisation of the word ‘savage’ 

clearly instigates a colonial hierarchy, alien to Surrealist vocabulary. Despite this, the 

reviewer evidently appreciated the formalistic qualities of the non-Surrealist art on display 

which is an ironic testament to the Surrealists’ popularisation of these once maligned 

artefacts. A more academic review emanating from Dr. Hector St Luke of ISIS Oxford on the 

17th June 1936, relates the presence of African and Oceanic art to internationalism, which 

certainly reinforces this argument’s cosmopolitan perspective apropos the inclusion of 

these works. He states: 

 

Here and around the walls, standing out as Oases of intelligibility, are some fine 
examples of native Oceanic and African Art, included here because they are held 
to share, according to the Surrealist programme, in the repudiation of art for 
art’s sake. This native art is another instance, with ancient Egyptian and 
Medieval art, of the artist being employed by authority to effect an adjustment 
to environment. Behold then, the nihilist position in art, cunningly devised with 
a corpus of its own shibboleths to proclaim an international state and level 
down the old traditional frontiers. As the manifesto puts it ‘The artists have 
hitherto only interpreted the world; the point, however, is to transform it’.   
(SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721)  

 

Hence, Surrealist artworks and the British Museum photographs thematically instigate a 

dialogue of metaphysical Cosmopolitanism that has been previously unexplored, similarly to 

Man Ray’s 1926 exhibition. In the same way as Man Ray’s Oceanic artefacts, the British 

Museum photographs chosen by the Surrealists all have religious connotations. 

Unfortunately, the extant photography of the exhibition is not sufficient to give a repertoire 

of all the works curatorial positions.  

3.8 Cecil Colllins and a Congolese Nkondi Figure  

Cecil Collins’ Angel Images and Negative Spectres in Conflict (1933) is Christian in vision, 

depicting moral forces engaged in the perennial struggle between good and evil. Christian 
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pieces were scarcely subsumed by the Surrealists, yet Collins displays affinities with William 

Blake and his personal vision of the religious realm. One assumes Christian connotations 

would be anathema to works of art reifying tribal belief systems. Nevertheless, many of 

Collins’s painterly inflections such as biomorphic impressions of the human body, are 

indebted to the same geometric compositions as works of non-Western sculpture on display 

at the Surrealist exhibition.  

In terms of their themes, the British Museum photograph of the Congolese Nkondi Nail 

Fetish of the Yombe tribe is similarly designed to ward off evil spirits in tandem with the 

homologous good/evil dichotomy inherent in Christian thought. According to Tythacott, nail 

fetishes were a predilection of Apollinaire who would guide Breton’s early purchases of 

African and Oceanic art (2003:113). The Nkondi statue is embedded with the metaphysical 

power of hunting down witches and wrongdoers. The nails emanating from the Nkondi’s 

body mirror the horizontal lines drawn between several abstract geometric statues present 

in Collins’s painting.  According to Berzock (2003:14), the nails ‘represent the many 

problems that have been addressed through the figure's auspices.’ What seems evident is 

that the copious protrusion of nails mirror the Christian iconography of the crucifixion. 

Given the colonial presence of Christian missionaries during the nineteenth century, the 

Nkondi could well be a syncretic statue aligning an imposed Christian religion with 

autochthonous tribal beliefs.  This is a view supported by Rubin (1984:7) who comments: ‘It 

has been suggested that the stylised realism and figure types of Yombe sculpture were 

themselves somewhat influenced by early Western missionaries.’ Missionary activities were 

of course something that the Surrealists condemned. A prime example of this was the 

anticolonial exhibition in 1931 which, as has been argued, by ‘equating Christianity with the 

“primitive” religions it hoped to subsume’ was ‘pointing at the financial motivations behind 

the dissemination of religious beliefs’ (Mileaf: 2010: 131). Indeed, non-Western artworks 

chosen by the Surrealists should not be homogenously viewed as free of Western 

influences. Cosmopolitanism emerges as a two-way street of transnational transference.  

Despite this, the vast majority of contemporary cosmopolitan thinkers reject religion as 

extraneous to cosmopolitan goals. Even so, Collins painting represents a personal 

engagement with Christianity anchored in his own unique iconography. Furthermore, the 
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Surrealists respected Buddhism, corresponding with the Dalai Lama.  The commingling of 

tribal and Judeo-Christian religions within the exhibition space does serve as a cosmopolitan 

space of border-crossings. Indeed, the Surrealists were not atheist in orientation. The fact 

that the Nkondi figure is transmitted through a photograph perhaps reduces the sense of 

immediacy reified by a usable yet sacred artefact. Given the Surrealists’ display photographs 

of non-Western sculptures as counterparts to their paintings, this manifests a staunch 

commitment to the exposure of non-Western works, to the extent that a reproduced replica 

will suffice. Because of the comparisons engendered between other artworks and 

sculptures in an exhibition environment of using juxtaposition, the photographs of 

sculptures do not lose a sense of ’aura’ as they are engaged in a curatorial dialogue 

gesturing towards a cosmopolitan practice of viewing and display. This demonstrates that 

photographic reproductions can retain their aura amidst original curatorial circumstances.  

 

 

Figure 3.13 Anon. Nail Fetish, French Congo, n.d, photograph, 13.8 x 9cm, British Museum 

Figure 3.14 Cecil Collins Angel Images and Negative Spectres in Conflict, 1933, Ink and 

Watercolour on Paper, 76.2 x 56.6 cm, Tate Modern London 
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3.9 Max Ernst and Maori Kite  

The juxtaposition strategies of the 1936 Surrealist exhibition also raise further significant 

issues regarding Surrealist responses to the collecting of so-called ‘primitive’ artefacts. This 

is highlighted by comparing Max Ernst’s Bird Monument (1928) and the photograph of a 

‘Birdman’ Maori kite from the British Museum collection.  An exhibition review, in the 

Manchester Guardian on the 12th June 1936 comments: ‘Max Ernst images the uncanny 

monsters that are met with only in dreams’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). This 

seems somewhat of a misinterpretation when read alongside the British Museum 

photographs selected for the exhibition. Indeed, on an anthropomorphic level, a ‘Birdman’ 

could be considered a cosmopolitan symbol par excellence, hybrid and borderless, imbued 

with itinerant freedom. Both the Maori peoples and Max Ernst depict this mythical figure. 

According to Newell (2006), the Maori Birdman was ‘important for enacting connections 

between the realm of the living and realm of the dead.’ Such a mediation refutes Freud’s 

comments around death and taboo. Indeed, with regard to the Maori peoples, Freud 

(2012:29) states: ‘Among the Maori anyone who had touched a corpse or who had taken 

part in its interment, became extremely unclean and was almost cut off from intercourse 

with his fellow beings; he was, as we say, boycotted. He could not enter a house, or 

approach persons or objects without infecting them with the same properties.’ Kavky 

(2005:375) reads Ernst’s work in the following manner: ‘the heavenly birds recall a Christian 

Assumption or Ascension, confusing the death/transcendence of father, mother, and son.’ 

Whilst this is a subversion of the biblical text, it discerns Ernst’s interest in non-Christian 

belief systems through continuously replicating the figure of the Birdman.  

 

Nevertheless, Kavky also views Ernst’s work as inspired by Freudian principles laid out in 

Totem and Taboo. Yet, Freud’s work is impossible to reconcile with the cosmopolitan 

perspective espoused in this thesis. Freud’s essay does not readily equate with the 

cosmopolitan reading of the hybrid potency of the totem. Indeed, the subtitle of Totem and 

Taboo reads: ‘some points of agreement between the mental lives of savages and 

neurotics.’ Yet, Ernst certainly sees Oceanic cultures as a producing a new perspective on 

modernity, contrary to Freud. Moreover, Katherine Conley (2013:11) notes: ‘By the 1930s, 

Breton and the Surrealists shifted their scientific focus from psychoanalysis to ethnography, 
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as their creation of the journal Minotaure shows’. Following on from chapter two, an 

ethnographic exploration invites further investigation. Is Ernst simply not replacing Christian 

iconography with that of indigenous Pacific religions? A prime example is his 1929 piece 

Loplop, le supérieur des oiseaux, effarouche les derniers vestiges de la dévotion en commun 

[Loplop the most superior of birds terrifies the last vestiges of communal devotion] whereby 

Max Ernst’s Maori-inspired birdman attacks a Christian congregation.   

Reading the Maori kite in tandem with Max Ernst’s birdman Loplop disrupts the taxonomic 

treatment afforded to non-Western art through an iconographic transference between two 

cultures. It is most definitely Paul Nash and not André Breton to whom we should credit 

these resonances. In fact, referring specifically to the inclusion of Ernst’s Bird Monument, 

André Breton states in a letter to Roland Penrose on the 20th April 1936: ‘The Momument to 

the Birds by Max Ernst could be easily replaced with the large canvas entitled “Chimène 

“which I keep at my house and rigouroulsy dates from the same era’ (SNGMA Archives: 

GMA A35/1/1/RPA703) 152. Despite Breton’s indifference, the piece is still selected for 

exhibition as it it likely that the organizing committee would be aware of its resonances with 

the Maori bird kite they selected to be photographed at the British Museum.  In these 

exhibition contexts, the Surrealist organizing committee attempt to challeges associations of 

photographic medium with taxonomy by reifying an infiltration of both form and, 

importantly, content into Surrealist works.  

 

                                                 
152 ‘Le “monument des oiseaux” de Max Ernst pouvait être remplacé sans inconvénient par la grande toile 
intitule “Chimène” qui est chez moi et date rigoureusement de la même époque’ 
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Figure 3.15 Anon. Maori Bird-Shaped Kite, New Zealand, n.d, photograph, 12 x 20.7, British 

Museum 

Figure 3.16 Max Ernst Bird Monument, 1928, Oil on Canvas, 162.5 x 130cm in David Hopkins 

(1998) Marcel Duchamp and Max Ernst: The Bride Shared Oxford: Clarendon Press p.107 

 

3.10 Len Lye and Polynesian Tangaroa  

 

Katherine Conely (2013:11) notes that ‘Breton once rejected a particular mask shown to him 

by an American antiquities dealer with the explanation, “[c]’est un bois sculpte ́, ce n’est pas 

un dieu.” [It’s a wooden sculpture, not a God]’. For Breton, symbolic meaning often 

subordinates form. This also attests to the fact that the Surrealists did not solely make 

aleatory purchases of objects. Indeed, Len Lye’s contributions successfully commingle 

Western and non-Western aesthetics. Lye was born and raised in New Zealand, having first-

hand contact with Maori and Polynesian art. His work Self-planting at night (1930) is a 

photogram which anthropomorphically imbues the human form with nature. The tree is 

given humanoid feet and his stance implies the spirit is able to perambulate nocturnally. 
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Ultimately, Lye’s cosmopolitan influences stem from his combination of a Western 

modernist photographic technique conveying an indigenous spiritual message.  

 

Tangaroa, a photograph of a Polynesian sea-god from the British Museum, also exhibits this 

half-human half-metaphysical form, doubtless, Lye would have been familiar with it. 

Miniature human beings are engraved onto the Tangaroa’s surface which Ellis (1833:220) 

comments, ‘were designed to show the multitudes of gods which had proceeded from the 

Tangaroa, radiating its creative powers’. Similarly, Lye’s photogram contains multiple layers 

of being emanating from each other. It seems that this photogram stems from the 

Polynesian god of birds, trees and humans ‘Tane.’ As Roger Horrocks (2001) explains ‘the 

first human being created by Tane was the god Tiki, and the name came to be applied to any 

carved human figure’ (41). Tane was, in fact, the nemesis of Tangaroa, but the Surrealists 

have brought their respective representations together in this exhibition. Indeed, the Maori 

people view land and sea as opposing worlds. Invariably, certain belief systems contain 

conflict therein. Therefore, this is another prime example of the Surrealist ambition to 

reconcile opposites as André Breton affirms in the Manifeste Du Surréalisme (1924). The 

Tangaroa was also of interest to Roland Penrose. In 1948, he has a life-size replica of the 

British Museum statue made which is now on display at the Scottish National Gallery of 

Modern Art (2017). The catalyst for the replica was ostensibly seeing the photograph on 

display at the 1936 exhibition. 

 

Despite Penrose’s creation of an auratic replica, in the exhibition, both works depict 

sculptures mediated through photography. The British Museum Tangaroa is a taxonomic 

photograph whilst Lye’s photogram subverts photography’s indexical relation to the real by 

capturing only the main outlines and attributes of an anthropomorphic figure. Furthermore, 

he inverts colour by manipulating light. Nevertheless, the photogram seems to mix 

modernist techniques and the cultural specificities of his antipodean upbringing thus 

creating a mélange of form and matter. Indeed, Lye’s biographer has no reservations in 

affirming him to be a cosmopolitan thinker commenting: ‘Overseas he would find comrades, 

fellow conspirators of modernism, emigres or outsiders like himself, whose allegiance to the 

international art movement was stronger than any national ties’ (Horrocks: 2001:75). 
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Figure 3.17 Anon. Wood Figure Tangaroa Upau Vahu, n.d, photograph, 16.1 x 9.9 cm British 

Museum  

Figure 3.18 Len Lye Self Planting at Night, 1933, photogram, 50 x 30cm  Len Lye Collection 

3.11 Henry Moore and New Guinean Stone Pestle  

Henry Moore regularly made trips to the British Museum to sketch non-Western objects 

which inspired his sculpture from the early 20’s (Kosinski: 2001: 35). This mirrors his French 

counterparts’ pilgrimages to the Trocadéro. There exists documentary evidence that Moore 

had sketched stone pestles from New Guinea, a photograph of which also features 

alongside his artwork in the International Surrealist Exhibition. As part of the exhibition’s 

object’s sub-committee, Moore may well have expressed wishes for the inclusion of a stone 

pestle within the exhibition.  Moore’s sculpture Figure (1933-4) was displayed alongside 

Drawing Stones in a Landscape (1936) (Correia: 2013). His notebook records that he found 

New Guinean Carving ‘too thin’ (Kosinski: 2001:35). Therefore, we can see the same shaping 

widened in his Figure. Regarding the material used, a reporter for the Yorkshire Post on the 

15th June 1936 conjectures that wood is used: ‘Beside me at the moment are three 
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photographs of the exhibits of Henry Moore, a Yorkshire exhibitor. They look like carvings in 

wood – I don’t know of what- but you can never tell with these Surrealists, they may be 

dripping disguised to look like wood.’  (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). The 

sculpture appears too rounded and smooth to be made from wood, yet the patina is most 

definitely of a similar colour. However, the reporter is correct in that the material remains 

ambiguous. It seems, then, that the formalistic qualities and rounded quality of the stone 

pestle inspired Moore rather than the materials.  

 

Besides Moore, the British Museum stone pestle was obviously an object familiar to other 

Surrealists. At the Roland Penrose Archive at SNGMA, Penrose has a postcard of the same 

stone pestle sold at the British Museum (GMA A35/1/1/RPA168). Again, as Max Ernst’s Bird 

Monument, the abstract bird shape has strong resonances of liberty, transformation, and 

freedom which are fundamental ideals espoused in the Surrealist Manifesto. Despite this, 

several reviewers of the 1936 exhibition comment that the Surrealist exhibition is based 

largely on incongruity. A reviewer for the Birmingham Mail states on the 12th June 1936 that 

‘Incongruity, then, may be said to be the keynote of Surrealistic art. The Surrealists think 

nothing of depicting a cabbage side by side with a cathedral, or placing half a hard-boiled 

egg on top of a stone pillar in the foreground of an impressively realistic seascape.’ A Daily 

Express reviewer also states on the 12 June 1936 that ‘visitors will see scrupulously detailed 

representations of recognisable people and objects- but in fantastically incongruous 

juxtapositions.’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). However, the clear formal 

resonances of Henry Moore’s sculpture and the rigorously selected photographs from the 

British Museum demonstrate that although chance was a fundamental Surrealist precept, 

intended linkages between African and Oceanic Art and those of the Surrealists was part of 

the organising committee’s trajectory.  

Indeed, the stone pestle is thought to be mainly used for ritual purposes such as pounding 

food on celebratory occasions due to its delicate nature (Barton: 1908:1). Henry Moore’s 

figure retains the same decorative circular incision as the pestle. Whilst the stone pestle has 

a concrete use-value despite its abstract shape, the same cannot be assigned to Moore’s 

figure. Ethnographic elements are abstracted to metamorphose primitive motifs into art. 
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The conical protrusion from the main body of Moore’s figure seems to imply some form of 

distortion from what is otherwise a smooth composition. Kosinski (2001:35) comments: 

Although the ideas inspired by the stone pestle were never realized in three-
dimensional form, to be presented with direct evidence of a one-to-one 
dialogue with a well-known work of tribal sculpture is very rare indeed in the 
history of modernist primitivism.  

 Moore’s copious museal engagement with non-Western art led to the transference of non-

Western motifs into his sculptural iconography. It would seem that Henry Moore‘s sculpture 

blurs the lines between abstract and figurative whilst often depicting the human form. For 

Moore, the photographic form was what Sullivan (2015) termed ‘an extended field of 

communication.’ This would effectively distribute Moore’s work to an ‘international public.’  

Ultimately, Moore was a pragmatist who used photography’s cosmopolitan traits to 

disseminate his hybrid modernist sculpture whilst drawing inspiration from photography of 

non-Western objects. Notwithstanding, his inclusion on the Object sub-committee for the 

1936 Surrealist exhibition clearly testifies to his interest in the area of African and Oceanic 

art.  

Figure 3.19 Anon. Stone Pestle in the Form of a Bird, South East New Guinea, n.d, 

photograph, 23.9 x15.3 cm, British Museum   

Figure 3.20 Henry Moore Figure, 1933-4, sculpture, dimensions unknown Osbourne Samuel 

Gallery, London  
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3.12 Man Ray and New Guinean Bark Cloth Mask 

Like Henry Moore, Man Ray’s predilection for African and Oceanic objects is well-known. 

The next two works focus on dance as movement and religious ritual, which was also a key 

theme in Tableaux de Man Ray et Objets des Iles (1926). Man Ray’s early 1917 painting The 

Rope Dancer Accompanies herself with her Shadows has been interpreted by the artist 

himself at the request of MOMA, New York, who collected the piece. Man Ray’s dancer is 

resolutely female in form whilst the photograph of a bark cloth mask from New Guinea was 

exclusively worn by men in an all-male dance rituals praising spirit-deities. Tythacott 

(2003:74) has drawn attention to the metamorphic role of the mask in non-Western 

societies: ‘Masks symbolise a distortion or a disruption of the human condition. They 

transform the body of a dancer, shifting them from one reality to another.’ Viewed from a 

Western perspective, this reifies a potent gender inversion, the male adopting a 

performative role traditionally assigned to the female sex in a Euro-American context. Given 

the teleology of this New-Guinean dance whereby ‘the light of a flickering fire, through 

which at the climax, the dancer's stride’ (Kjellgren: 2014: 45), it serves a cleansing purpose 

and voluntary exposure to pain. In stark contrast, Man Ray’s female dancer was inspired by 

his viewing of a vaudeville show and Man Ray describes the work as containing ‘vibrations 

of colour’ with ‘serpentine lines’ provoking the pleasure of the spectator (Nauman: 2003: 

158). 

Comparing these two works, it appears man is associated with the metaphysical realm 

whilst woman is erotically bound. Man Ray’s dancer is deconstructed into a geometric form 

gesturing to the various possibilities of movement. Dance is an important element present 

in both the 1926 and 1936 exhibitions, especially in relation to works exhibited by Man Ray. 

A metamorphic quality pervades works relating to dance. The intermediary of photography 

was apt at capturing movement rendering the dancer a sculpted form. As Man Ray’s 

Dancer/Danger in the 1926 exhibition, the rope dancer binds Western dance to ritual 

practice similarly to those of so-called primitive peoples. The dancers Loie Fuller, famous for 

her cascading silk and serpentine dance alongside Isadora Duncan, renowned for her 

recourse to the sculpture of Antiquity also brought a primitive sense to Western dance 
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practices throughout the early 20th century from whom Man Ray perhaps garnered 

inspiration. 

In contrast to static, primitive masks worn by New Guinean dancers, Man Ray injects 

movement into stasis, retracing his dancer’s movement which metamorphoses into 

figurative forms such as cog mechanisms and geometric tracings.  Similarly, vaudeville 

commodifies the body, reinstating a visceral form of governance between voyeur and 

object, female and male respectively.  It seems that in both ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ there are 

powerful gender binaries at work. However, juxtaposing male and female roles from 

different parts of the world within the exhibition space questions received representations 

and relativizes purported ‘differences’ between the sexes. The photograph of the bark cloth 

mask extrapolates it from its original context, it is supposed to be disposed of after use, 

whereas Western collectors delight in its preservation. Ultimately, Man Ray takes the exotic 

trope of the rope dancer and metamorphoses it into a cavalcade of universal colour whilst 

the bark mask symbolises a unexpected trope of male performativity.  

 

Figure 3.21 Anon. Bark Cloth Mask, New Guinea, n.d, photograph, 15.4x10.5cm British 

Museum  

Figure 3.22 Man Ray The Rope Dancer Accompanies Herself with her Shadows, 1916, Oil on 

Canvas, 132.1 x 186.4 cm, MoMA New York.  
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3.13 André Masson and Solomon Islands Wooden Skull Containing Fish 

The next comparison mediates depictions of death across cultures. Indeed, André Masson 

and many other Surrealists directly experienced incessant slaughter during World War One. 

In Masson’s Battle of the Fishes (1926), biomorphic marine-life exist in a blood-strewn, 

predatory coral reef ecosystem. Masson uses sand to create a sense of three-dimensionality 

and immersion. Masson’s use of found materials is something picked-up on by newspaper 

reviewers of the exhibition in a negative fashion. A review by the Manchester Guardian 

from 1st June 1936 observes: ‘André Masson achieves inconsequence in his medium rather 

than in his imagery and makes (I quote from the exhibitor’s own manifesto) free use of 

sand, feathers, string, and nails in order to make a picture.’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA 

A35/1/1/RPA721). Yet the use of sand embodies a visceral approach, indeed, the fish 

literally engulf each other making it difficult to delineate between one form and another; 

reflecting the chaos of conflict between different peoples.  

 

Despite the incessant massacre depicted here, Masson’s artistic collection seems to develop 

a type ‘cosmopolitan constitution.’ Masson was a fervent admirer and collector of so-called 

primitive art. As Hopkins (2004:132) comments ‘primitive’ artefacts were decisive sources of 

inspiration for artists such as Max Ernst, André Masson (…) the objects were the work of 

American Indian, Eskimos and Oceanic Peoples.’ Hopkins (2004:132) continues ‘Oceanic 

objects were particularly admired for the disorientating liberties they took with their 

anatomy.’  The British Museum photograph of a wooden fish containing a skull from the 

Solomon Islands is exemplary, used to bury remains of the dead. Instead of associating 

marine life with savagery, Solomon Islanders clearly seek an affinity with their surrounding 

organisms that they rely on for sustenance, even after their own demise.  

 

The fish casket is used as a receptacle to transform loved ones into ancestral spirits. 

Masson’s fish symbolizes the creature’s capability to kill whilst the Solomon islanders casket 

is a receptacle of transference to the heavenly domain. Indeed, the Surrealists turned to 

these non-Western belief systems to legitimise immortality as a universal cosmopolitan 

tenet that traversed different religions. 
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Figure 3.23 Anon. Wooden Fish Containing Skull, Solomon Islands, n.d, photograph, 

dimensions unknown, British Museum, London  

Figure 3.24 André Masson Battle of the Fish, 1926, sand, gesso, oil, pencil and charcoal on 

canvas, 36.2 x 73cm MoMA New York.  

3.14 Paul Klee and Australian Bark Mask 

A pioneering article by Jorgensen (2011) relates the aboriginal Australian belief of inhabiting 

a dream to Surrealist practice, a highly original subject area. As such, the chapter now turns 

to the Surrealist and Freudian concern with the dream as a universal experience of the 

entire human race. This relation will be developed through close visual analysis of two 

masks; one photographed and one painted. The photograph of a bark mask (Australia) from 

the British Museum resonates strongly with Paul Klee’s Mask of Fear (1932) which was also 
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displayed at the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition. It is described by Rubin (1984:32) 

in the following manner: ‘Klee’s fearful little man, creeping along the streets on caterpillar 

feet has nevertheless got his antenna out and no doubt by this device senses the terror 

symbolised by the arrow’. Nevertheless, a journalist for The Star on the 25th June 1936, 

perhaps unaware of Klee’s German nationality, separates the style of Paul Klee from that of 

the other Surrealists: ‘For many of these pictures are simply crude or unpleasant, slimy 

things. Though some of them, especially some by Klee impressed me with a kind of dark and 

mystical beauty.’ (SNGMA: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). In formal terms, Klee’s painting is bereft 

of the visceral imagery of the core Surrealist painters, but instead of beauty, Klee is certainly 

aiming to convey anguish at the rising fascism in his home country, despite the naivety of his 

painting style. Whilst Klee’s affiliation with Surrealism is looser than some, he was also 

inspired by ‘primitive’ art which may have indeed catalysed his inclusion in the exhibition 

itself.  

 

 Jorgensen (2011:554) goes further, identifying the cosmopolitan characteristics of 

aboriginal art : ‘Aboriginal Australia, like all of the arts of Oceania, offered a means of 

glimpsing that which Western modernity had repressed – a world that had not been 

distorted by the bourgeois triumvirate of family, country, and religion.’ He adds: ‘The 

cosmological dimensions of dreams and magic also exceed the leftist model of a subversive 

political art.’ In other words, the cosmos’s sense of unity ranks above and beyond political 

divisions. Consequently the photograph of the bark mask could be described as representing 

a metaphysical incarnation of the wearer. In contrast, Klee’s mask of fear is made with a 

specific political context in mind. As MOMA (2008) note: ‘It was painted on the eve of 

Hitler’s assumption of power in Germany.’ Consequently, this mask is used to conceal 

identity rather than the transformative role of the mask in aboriginal society. Indeed, the 

aboriginal mask was frequently used to enact dreams in a collective context in a ceremony 

known as ‘coroboree’. At the 1936 exhibition, the dream is presented as a universal trait to 

bind together humanity rather than mere Freudian wish-fulfillment.  In fact, in order to 

transcend racist distinctions, Hugues Sykes Davis appeals to science in an accompanying 

lecture to the exhibition entitled ‘Biologie et Surréalisme’ [Biology and Surrealism]. Within 

his lecture he states that Surrealism’s ‘primary concern is the condition of the human race’ 
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153 He continues: ‘We wish to shed light on everyone’s dreams, put an end to human 

solitude when faced with this universally human condition’ (SNGMA: GMA 

A35/1/1/RPA719) 154. The inclusion of the Australian bark mask enables Sykes’ theoretical 

trajectory to be fleshed out in material form. 

 

Whilst fascism threatened the very existence of a cosmopolitan mind-set, Klee turns to 

tropes of tribal art to find inspiration in an increasingly desolate Germany, appropriating the 

trope of the mask from a purveyor of dreams to a concealer of identity. Furthermore, 

Breton himself was surprisingly well-acquainted with aboriginal art. He wrote the 1962 

preface to Karel Kupka’s ‘Dawn of Art’ focusing on aboriginal sculpture. Here Breton defines 

primitives as ‘being governed by elementary forces more elementary than our own’ (1965: 

preface). Whilst collective dreaming governed aboriginal society, the rise of nationalism has 

dominated Europe. Incorporating the art of primitive peoples into an avant-garde exhibition 

of 1936 was ostensibly a cosmopolitan critique of fascist politics. Of course, there is a 

dream-like element to Klee’s mask with an arrow pointing upwards but feet are in linear 

movement. This could represent following a political movement out of the very fear that 

Klee denotes. The mask as political and the mask as metaphysical complicates a sense of 

cosmopolitan identity, the mask can be something to hide behind or indeed something to 

emancipate oneself from reality in a ‘carnivalesque’ manner. Both Klee’s painting and the 

British Museum photograph ‘flatten’ their respective masks which creates a mise-en-abyme 

of the power of representation. The masks are no longer supposed to be worn but to be 

looked at and contemplated. Consequently, use-value is translated into symbolic value. 

Although the avant-garde deprive the Australian mask of its original context, its symbolism 

thematically resonates with their own artwork.   

 

 

 

                                                 
153 a comme premier souci la condition de la race humaine’ 
154 ’Nous voulons éclairer les rêves de tous, mettre fin à la solitude humaine en présence de cette condition 
universellement humaine’ 



 

 203 

Figure 3.25 Paul Klee, Mask of Fear, 1932, oil on burlap, 100.4 x 57.1cm MoMA, New York 

Figure 3.26 Anon. Bark Mask, Australia, n.d, Photograph, 15.3 x 11.2cm British Museum 

London 

3.15 Roland Penrose and Micronesian Navigation Chart  

The 1936 exhibition also contrasts different philosophies of cartography, terrestrial and 

celestial.  Discussion now compares the British Museum photograph of a Micronesian 

navigation chart with Roland Penrose’s Last Voyage of Captain Cook (1936).  Interestingly, 

the Micronesian navigation chart is specifically highlighted by Rubin in his Primitivism 

catalogue: ‘The stick charts from the Marshall Islands, which could be taken for 

contemporary sculptures, are sophisticated navigational maps indicating the reflection, 

refraction and interaction of ocean swells in their passages toward and past the atolls.’ 

(Rubin: 1984:70).   Indeed, the grid-like cross-sections of the navigation chart are rendered 

three-dimensional in Penrose’s globe.  
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Penrose’s piece is described by a journalist for the Cork Examiner on the 13th of June 1936 

as ‘The most talked of work in the Gallery’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). 

Moreover, a journalist for the Daily Express on the 12th  of June 1936 emphasises the globe 

as the focal point of the exhibition: ‘Impassioned opening speeches were made by the 

green-tweed clad André Breton, thin professorial Herbert Read. They stood by a wire globe 

containing a female torso painted in stripes: this was called “The Last Voyage of Captain 

Cook’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). The reverence of a global symbol certainly 

emphasises the international reach of the exhibition.  Cook was traditionally hailed as an 

expert navigator, known for his sobriety amidst exotic temptations. Perhaps Penrose 

question this in a depiction of both corporeal and terrestrial navigation, through the 

juxtaposition of a globe and female torso. Of course, Cook represented the colonial mindset 

of civilizing native populations that the Surrealists abhorred and Penrose surely parodies 

Cook’s colonialism. Conversely, contrasting with the three-dimensional geometric globe of 

Penrose, the Micronesian navigation chart comprises wooden sticks with shells representing 

various atolls. The curvature of the sticks also represents swells in the water. Spennemann 

(2005:37) comments: ‘The Marshallese had no perception of the atolls of the Marshall 

Islands as a geographical entity differentiated from other surrounding entities’. 

Consequently, the concept of a nation-state was anathema to indigenous peoples.  

It was not only colonialists who were endowed with the means of worldwide exploration. 

Often Micronesians boats would drift away from their desired location and Spennemann 

(2005) notes of landings as far away as Indonesia. In stark contrast, Cook’s voyages were 

meticulously planned survey missions.  Penrose’s title seems to refer to the demise of 

Captain Cook in the Pacific whilst exploring the Hawaiian Islands where he was hailed as a 

god, his ‘Last Voyage’.  At the time of Cook’s sojourn in Hawaii, the indigenous sovereign of 

the islands was a woman called Kamakahelei, and it has been suggested that some form of 

relationship ensued (O’Sullivan: 2008:162). His crew, however, were copiously promiscuous. 

Ostensibly, Penrose posits that colonialism indeed had a sexual dimension of domination 

through the woman’s torso being contained by the globe.  

Cook’s death at the hands of the Hawaiians was the result of an escalation of petty disputes. 

According to O’Sullivan, ‘someone threw either a stone or a breadfruit that struck Cook in 
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the face, and he reacted vigorously to the insult’ (O’Sullivan:2008:225). Traditionally, the 

Western art canon had depicted Cook as a hero. John Weber’s painting The Death of 

Captain Cook (1784) captions him as ‘A victim of his own humanity.’ He is depicted as having 

been slain whilst simultaneously instructing his crewmates to cease firing in a final altruistic 

act. Penrose seemingly questions this interpretation, framing a man bound by both 

wanderlust as well as lustfulness for the ‘primitive body’. Comparing Penrose’s sculpture to 

the British Museum photograph juxtaposes two contradictory cartographies. One is 

structured, imperialist, dominating and planned whilst the other is a personal navigation 

guide, unconstrained by national borders. It does not depict the whole world, but merely 

that relevant to the Micronesian travellers themselves.  

 

Figure 3.27 Roland Penrose Captain Cook’s Last Voyage, 1936, Sculpture, 69.2 x 66 x 82.5 

cm Tate Modern London. 

Figure 3.28 Anon. Native Chart, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, n.d photograph, 19.2 x 14.4 

cm, British Museum London 

 

 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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3.16 ELT Mesens and Wooden Easter Island Carvings  

This comparison involves Cosmopolitanism within the public imaginary. Arguably, the Easter 

Island Moai were popularised by mainstream media long before ELT Mesens’ photomontage 

Masque servant à injurier les esthètes (1929). Mesens presents an affront to high art by 

commingling popular images and superimposing them onto a classically beautiful woman’s 

face. Uslenghi (2015:177) has pointed out that ‘This kind of disfigurement creates in lieu of a 

face, a mask composed of ready-made images from press and advertisement photography, 

precisely the mass media disparaged by lofty aesthetes.’ A review in the  Sheffield 

Independent on the 12th of June 1936, oversimplifies Mesens’ complex photomontage which 

contains many primitive resonances: ‘Mask to be used for insulting aesthetes’ is a woman’s 

head and shoulders with the face blocked out by a newspaper cutting’ (SNGMA: 1936). Yet, 

it seems that a Moai statue or another ‘primitive’ stone statue of a similar composition, is 

also a part of this photomontage (alongside a furniture magazine and a country cottage 

postcard). The ‘primitive’ object seems akin to a Moai due to its protruding nose and 

concave mouth in side profile. Mesens’ photomontage was originally published in the 

Belgian Surrealist review Variétés in 1929. In the same issue, the seminal Surrealist map of 

the world is also featured. In this piece, Easter Island is ostensibly the most enlarged entity 

in relation to its actual size, showing the Surrealists view the island to be worthy of the 

utmost cultural prowess. A photograph of smaller versions of Easter Island statues was 

loaned by the British Museum to the Surrealist exhibition demonstrating a further avant-

garde interest in this idiosyncratic island. Roland Penrose’s archive also contains several 

articles relating to Easter Island.  

The British Museum photograph lines up four smaller wooden Moai to instigate a sense of 

prolific tribal creation. In turn, this undermines the ‘rarity’ of these objects. Easter Island 

was itself is a far-flung destination only accessible by intrepid explorers. In contrast, 

museum photography provides instantaneous access to non-Western iconography. 

Alongside these explicit Surrealist attributes, this commodification could be seen in a larger 

cosmopolitan sense as the potential to disseminate a non-Western aesthetic beyond the 

bounds of an elite few. Notwithstanding, Mesens is not morally infallible; he also engaged in 

a trivialization of culture. Laurence (2011:101) notes of ‘A flippant 1936 gelatine silver print 
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by Roland Penrose, for instance, depicts Paul Eluard and ELT Mesens casually seated on a 

sofa, wearing Oceanic masks and gesticulating as if in animated conversation.’  Perhaps this 

demonstrates he is guilty of the same commodification of non-Western objects criticized in 

his own photomontage.  

Figure 3.29 ELT Mesens Mask to be used for Insulting Aesthetes, 1929, photomontage, 

dimensions unknown in Barr, Fantastic Art, Dada, and Surrealism (1936) New York: MoMA 

p.273 

Figure 3.30 Anon. Wooden Carvings, Easter Island, n.d, photograph, 11.5 x 14.5cm British 

Museum London 

3.17 Paul Nash and Polynesian Sinnet Trap 

Finally, a photograph of a ‘Sinnet trap to Capture Souls’ from the Danger Islands, Polynesia 

is compared to Paul Nash’s Mansions of the Dead (1932).  Apropos the artwork, a journalist 

from the Manchester Guardian on the 12th of June 1936 summarises: ‘Paul Nash erects 

scaffolding in interstellar space’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). Indeed, 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at 
the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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contrasting perceptions of the afterlife between Western and non-Western artwork are 

apparent in the 1936 Surrealist exhibition. 

 

The Danger Islands ‘Sinnet trap’ is referenced in Sir James George Frazer’s The Golden 

Bough (1890). Freud often cites the observations of Frazer in Totem and Taboo.  

Importantly, Frazer’s work tries to identify common trends between the world’s different 

religions instead of promulgating their differences. The Surrealist exhibition has very similar 

aims.  Frazer notes: ‘The Sorcerers of Danger Island used to set snares for souls. The snares 

were made of stout cinet [sic] which about 15 to 30 feet long’ (2012: 69). Apparently, if the 

sorcerers had a grudge against someone they would set up a trap near their house and ‘If a 

bird or an insect was caught in the snare the man would infallibly die’ (69).  Consequently, 

the Danger Islanders believed in a sort of metaphysical murder and that man could enact 

divine retribution. Frazer is cited in Totem and Taboo stating: ‘men mistook the order of 

their ideas for the order of nature, and hence imagined that the control which they have, or 

seem to have, over their thoughts, permitted them to have a corresponding control over 

things’ (Freud: 2012: 42). In other words, supernatural powers were self-attributed. 

 

 A different dynamic is at work in Paul Nash’s Mansions of the dead, inspired by Sir Thomas 

Browne who attempted to reconcile Christianity with science and Antiquity. Browne states 

‘Before Plato could speak the soul had wings in Homer, which fell not out, but flew out of 

the body into the mansions of the dead’ (Tate: 1984). This projects an image of a terrestrial 

abode in the heavenly realm, complicating the relationship between terrestrial and 

metaphysical, Eros and Cosmos. The watercolour has an anamorphic perspective 

foregrounding the iconographic impossibility of representing a tangible heaven. Birds also 

feature in the painting which seems to suggest Nash refutes human supremacy in contrast 

to the Danger Islanders. It would seem that for Danger Islanders the soul has a material 

presence that can be captured, whereas Christianity depicts it as immaterial which is exactly 

what Nash attempts to facilitate in his cloud-strewn canvas. The act of capturing souls, of 

course, differs immensely from Nash’s emancipation thereof. The cult of ancestors practiced 

by many Pacific Islanders indeed states that the deceased soul still dwells with its family on 

earth. Metaphysical Cosmopolitanism bridges the spiritual and the telluric across different 

religions even when significant divergences in belief are manifest.  Indeed, Nash readily 



 

 209 

selected artworks reifying the faith of non-Christian religions for the exhibition despite his 

own devout convictions in an elaboration of Surrealist syncretism as demonstrable in his 

work. 

Nevertheless, the Surrealists’ attempts at a metaphysical Cosmopolitanism are troubled by 

this final comparison. Many criticize the Surrealists for having been complicit in the 

plundering of non-Western artwork via colonial missions. But is there not also a form of 

metaphysical guilt? Whilst the Surrealists denounced Christianity, they equally propped up 

the very colonial structures that lead to the demise of indigenous worship through their 

associations with ethnographic museums and collection networks. Indeed, the photographs 

from the British museum capture quasi-defunct beliefs. Surrealism is, however, redeemed 

substantially by the exhibition setting of these two works. Two different visions of the 

afterlife co-exist; one is embodied in material culture as many Pacific and belief systems 

attest to, photographed for their veracity. Visions of the Christian afterlife can only be 

depicted through painterly interpretation due to the disembodied form of God. 

Consequently, photography of sculpture displayed alongside painting also depicts an 

interrogation of the media used for religious iconography. Non-Western material culture 

gains greater veracity of presence than chimerical Christian depictions of heaven which, 

officially, the Surrealist condemned despite counting avowed Christians amongst their 

ranks.  

Perhaps this exhibition also signalled a change of heart vis-a-vis Christian themes, 

resonating with the Surrealist will to reconcile opposites. In the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition, the organizers unwittingly undertook the colossal task of reconciling indigenous 

religions with Christianity promulgating a sense of cosmopolitan syncretism. Whilst scholars 

such as James Clifford couch Surrealist ethnography as an ‘irruption of otherness’ 

(1981:145), it seems this does a disservice to Breton’s adherence to the Hegelian dialectic 

and the resolution of opposites. This is in contrast with the 1931 anti-colonial exhibition 

where Christianity is publicly pilloried for its colonial activities.  
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Figure 3.31 Paul Nash, Mansions of the Dead, 1932, Graphite and Watercolour on Paper, 

57.8 x 39.4cm Tate Modern, London.  

Figure 3.32 Anon. Sinnet Trap for Catching Souls, Danger Islands, Polynesia, n.d, dimensions 

unknown, British Museum London  

3.19 Summary 

Man Ray’s 1926 exhibition was the first Surrealist show to juxtapose artwork of the 

movement with non-Western objects. During the following decade, many shows of the 

same nature took place, notably, Yves Tanguy and Objects from the Americas, Galerie 

Surréaliste (1927), The Truth about the Colonies, Paris (1931), the Surrealist Exhibition of 

Objects Charles Ratton Gallery (1936) and , of course, The International Surrealist Exhibition, 

New Burlington Galleries, London (1936). In 1940, The International Surrealist Exhibition 

held in Mexico City also contained pre-Columbian, African and Oceanic artefacts.  As such, 

Man Ray inaugurated a method of curation which merged the ‘primitive’ with the 

cosmopolitan, typifying over a decade of Surrealist exhibition strategies. Unfortunately, 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can 
be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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these exhibitions do not enjoy the same critical acclaim or attention as those organised by 

Duchamp and Dali from 1938 onwards. Dali himself did not seem to care much for the 1936 

exhibition according to correspondence sent to Roland Penrose. He states: ‘A grave 

question is that of my participation in the Surrealist exhibition since I do not completely 

agree with the choices you have made’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA/A35/1/1/RPA104/1) 155. Dali 

did eventually agree to participate and his paintings sold for considerable sums.  Indeed, in 

Lewis Kachur’s book Displaying the Marvellous (2001), the Dali and Duchamp exhibitions 

take precedence and are astutely analysed, whilst the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition has a very short section dedicated to it. In fact, Kachur considers the 1936 

exhibition practically unworthy of analysis commenting: ‘the London and New York 

exhibitions were relatively straightforward and did not in themselves have a Surrealist 

character’ (12). This chapter’s purpose has been to argue for an alternative perspective, 

hoping, showing how the interspersing of Western and non-Western art reconciled 

apparent opposites which is a core cosmopolitan, Surrealist tenet. The British Museum 

photographs unequivocally reside in the domain of documentary photography whilst Man 

Ray’s photographs are imbued with artistic vision, complicating the ethnographic gaze and 

its taxonomic imperative. The photographic medium serves as a cosmopolitan resource for 

dissemination in both exhibitions whilst it also assumes the form of cosmopolitan practice in 

terms of Man Ray’s artistic photography whereby in the same frame ‘primitive’ art and 

Surrealist photographic techniques are juxtaposed. The metaphysical nature of the African 

and Oceanic artefacts on display at both exhibitions reveals that the Surrealist’s 

cosmopolitan intent resides far beyond the telluric domain and reconciles the avant-garde 

movement with a myriad of worldwide religious beliefs despite an inherent suspicion of 

Christianity.   

 

 

 

                                                 
155 ‘La question grave est celle de ma participation à l’exposition surréaliste car je ne suis pas du tout d’accord 
au choix que vous annoncez’ 
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Chapter 4: 
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4.1 Introduction  

 

The transnational expanse of Surrealism in the Caribbean and Latin America is one of the 

few non-European geographies to have been coherently mapped by specialists such as Ades 

(2012) and Richardson (1996). Despite this, there is little attention devoted to the role of 

non-Western woman in the midst of the male-dominated, Parisian-centric avant-garde.  

Indeed, photography was to provide an emancipatory, cosmopolitan resource for female 

artists, even if a subjugating medium for a female muse. 

 

The Mexican photographer Lola Alvarez Bravo (1903-1993) used photography to reverse 

gender roles in a virile society, portraying men at sewing machines in Pespunteando en la 

Brisa [Cross-stitching in the Breeze] (1930) and fetishizing the male torso in Mutilado 

[Mutilated] (1930). Despite this, she is memorialised as secondary to her husband, the 

illustrious Manuel Alvarez Bravo who published in Minotaure (1939) and received André 

Breton’s praise for the photograph Striking Worker Murdered (1938). Lola left Manuel in 

1934 due to his ‘womanising’ (Ferrer: 2006: 16) and faced ‘chauvinism, and occasional 

downright hostility, especially in her earlier career’ (59).  Indeed, when asked why she 

divorced from Manuel Alvarez Bravo by Novedades magazine on the 28th November 1977, 

she replies, ‘Because he was a womaniser (…) one time we were seated together in a lorry 

and he said to me: ‘Look what a beautiful girl! It would be great to do a portrait of her 

right?’ (LAB Archive: AG154:4) 156 157.  

 

Lola is perhaps best-known for her numerous portraits of Frida Kahlo. Whilst she did not 

have the same contact with the European Surrealists as her husband, she formed part of the 

Mexican Surrealist grouping, creating photo-portraits of Diego Riviera along with his 

murals158. Moreover, her archive contains thirty-seven Surrealist paintings (unidentified) by 

Man Ray, Max Ernst, Yves Tanguy, Picasso and others, perhaps taken at the International 

                                                 
156 ‘Por qué era muy mujeriego (…) Una vez que íbamos en un camión los dos sentaditos y me dijo ‘Mira qué 
guapa muchacha. Esta muy buena para que le haga yo un retrato ¿Verdad?’ 
157 All archival material pertaining to Lola Alvarez Bravo used in this thesis comes from the Lola Alvarez Bravo 
Archive, Centre for Creative Photography, Tuscon, Arizona who kindly funded my expenses. All references to 
this archive using the Harvard System are subsequently abbreviated to LAB.  
158 The Kahlo photographs have been published whereas the Riviera works are only available as contact prints 
and negatives in the Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive, Centre for Creative Photography, Tuscon, Arizona.  



 

 214 

Surrealist Exhibition in Mexico 1940159. The aesthetics of Surrealist photomontage resonate 

in Lola Alvarez Bravo’s El sueño de los pobres [The Dream of the Poor] (1935) which she 

exhibits in Carteles revolucionarios de las pintoras del sector femenino de la Sección de Artes 

Plástica [Revolutonary Posters by Fine Art Women Painters] in Guadalajara. An outwardly 

feminist exhibition in Mexico testifies to pockets of artistic freedom after the revolution. 

The revolution ‘in turn, attracted to Mexico cultural leaders from around the world’ (Ferrer: 

2006:6) such as André Breton and Henri Cartier-Bresson, the former describing Mexico as 

‘The most Surrealist country in the world’ 160 upon his visit in 1938.  

 

By contrast, photographs by Man Ray of his muse and lover from the late 1930s, the 

Guadeloupian Adrienne Fidelin (1915-2004), suggest a more stereotypical representation of 

black women, produced at the height of negrophilia in Paris. James Clifford (1994:901) 

explains that negrophilia occurred when ‘a series of stereotypes that had once been 

associated with backwardness and inferiority acquired positive connotations and came to 

stand for liberation and spontaneity.’  In practice, this often entailed a penchant for black 

entertainers and jazz music.  Fidelin and her family moved to Paris from Guadeloupe after 

an earthquake in 1928 ravaged the island and took many lives. At this time, the 

representation of black women in photography was questioned in 1928 by Martiniquais 

writer Jane Nardal who was studying at the Sorbonne. She wrote an essay called ‘Pantins 

exotiques’ [Exotic puppets] regarding the Parisian tendency to exoticise Black women. 

Photographs of Adrienne Fidelin will be analyzed in relation to this stance. This will be 

supplemented by correspondence between Fidelin and Man Ray, from the Fonds Man Ray 

at the Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Paris. Man Ray’s treatment of Fidelin was at odds with the 

male Antillean Surrealists revered place within the movement typified by their tract 

Légitime Défense in 1932161. The later inclusion of negritude members Aimé Césaire and 

                                                 
159 Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive reference AG154 8/5 1 1-37.  Lola did not present work at this exhibition but 
attended. 
160 ‘Le pays le plus surréaliste du monde’ 

161 Légitime Défense was a one-issue publication comprising contributions of Martiniquais students studying in 
Paris. They pledged allegiance to the Surrealist movement but subsequent publications were banned by the 
French authorities. The following contributors were all male: Etienne Léro, Thelus Léro, René Menil, Jules 
Monnerot, Michel Pilotin, Maurice Sabbat, Pierre Thésée, and Pierre Yoyotte.  
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Léon Gontran-Damas was also highly significant.  Photographic treatment of non-European 

women is perhaps where the cosmopolitan dynamics of Surrealism are most unstable, a 

stark contrast to the creative autonomy and political struggles of female Mexican 

Surrealists.  

 

The roles of both Adrienne Fidelin and Lola Alvarez Bravo will be examined in relation to 

Seyla Benhabib’s theorisation of feminist Cosmopolitanism as she highlights the importance 

of individual subjectivity against a tradition inspired by Kantian thought of conceiving 

Cosmopolitanism as a collective pursuit.   

4.2 Adrienne Fidelin 

In this sub-section, a close analysis of the extant photographic corpus surrounding 

Guadeloupian dancer Adrienne Fidelin is made. I argue that Man Ray’s photographic 

representations epitomise what Benhabib (1987:87) calls ‘the generalized other.’ Benhabib 

argues: ‘the generalized other requires us to view each and every individual as a rational 

being entitled to the same rights and duties we would want to ascribe to ourselves. In 

assuming this standpoint, we abstract from the individuality and concrete identity of the 

other’. This is contrasted with ‘the concrete other’ whose ‘individuality’ Man Ray’s 

photography does not appear to afford Fidelin. Benhabib (1987:87) postulates that the 

concrete other ‘requires us to view each and every rational being as an individual with a 

concrete history, identity, and affective-emotional constitution…we seek to comprehend 

the needs of the other.’ Benhabib is distinctly anti-Kantian, believing that Cosmopolitanism 

is developed in the individual and not the collective. She is also suspicious of the 

‘Universalistic moral theories’ (89) attached to Kant’s opus.  

Indeed, it could be argued that representations of Fidelin become generalised ciphers for 

alterity at the height of negrophilia. In a letter to Man Ray dated 17th April 1945, Fidelin 

writes to Man Ray revealing the pet name he called her during their love affair from 1936-

1940.  Fidelin asks ‘Did you forget your little black sunshine? Remember that’s what you 
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used to call me ?’ (BK: MANR13) 162. Whilst Man Ray shot several photographs of Fidelin, 

this is not mirrored by an expansive body of academic literature on this Surrealist muse163. 

This raises a significant lacunae and a need to re-examine Surrealist treatments of 

negrophilia and the female muse.  

Firstly, this chapter interrogates La Mode au Congo photographic series that featured 

Fidelin in Harper’s Bazaar Magazine, 1937. Fidelin was the first black women in the world to 

feature in a prominent fashion publication. This is the only photographic series of Fidelin to 

have been previously analysed in any depth.  Wendy Grossman (2009) has already 

conducted a short commentary on this spread which is embellished here through a 

cosmopolitan prism of analysis. Next, follows consideration of the extensive nude 

photography of Fidelin by Man Ray. His work is undoubtedly cosmopolitan in terms of 

disseminating a non-Western body, but it is the treatment of this body which calls for 

further exploration. Subsequently, a discussion of why Man Ray often solarized his 

photographs of Fidelin which led to inversions of skin colour is made. This will be read as 

having a cosmopolitan motive to negate any importance attributed to race but also entails a 

negation of individual identity. I then move to aspects of Fidelin which could be seen to 

have a nascent alignment with Benhabib’s concrete other. Fidelin is described as having 

danced the beguine, a dance of Antillean origin which encourages a fresh socio-historical 

approach to Fidelin’s place and role as Man Ray’s muse.  

4.3 La Mode au Congo 

As previously stated, Fidelin was the first black model to feature in a prominent fashion 

magazine. In 1937, she adorned a spread entitled ‘The Bushongo of Africa Sends its Hats to 

Paris’ in Harper’s Bazaar photographed by Man Ray. This was to accompany an exhibition at 

the Charles Ratton Gallery entitled La Mode au Congo 164. In the Harper’s Bazaar spread, an 

                                                 
162 ‘Aurais-tu oublié ton petit soleil noir ? Tu m’appelais comme ça tu te souviens?’  All archival references to 
Adrienne Fidelin come from the Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Paris which is subsequently abbreviated to BK in 
Harvard referencing. 
163 The Centre Pompidou in Paris holds 637 photos of Fidelin. These are all accessible online through the 
Centre Pompidou’s search mechanism: https://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/rechercher.action. The ease of 
access to these photographs makes it even more surprising that scant literature has been devoted to their 
analysis.  
164 The exhibition entitled ‘La Mode au Congo’ was held at the Charles Ratton Gallery in Paris from the 29th 
April to the end of May 1937.  On display were a selection of hats from Congo acquired by Parisian milliner Lily 

https://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/rechercher.action
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immediate racial conflation is apparent, Guadeloupe summarily exchanged for Congo165.  

Her skin colour reifies a nation on a different continent with a very different cultural 

heritage to that of Guadeloupe. Furthermore, Fidelin is pictured in a dream-like state, 

resembling Kiki of Montparnasse’s pose in Noire et Blanche. This renders the empirically 

existing Congolese attire chimerical in its presentation.   

Despite the racial conflation, Sala Petersen (2007), views Fidelin’s inclusion in a pragmatic 

manner commenting: ‘The fact that she was fetishized as ''other,'' in addition to her 

relationship to Man Ray, undoubtedly played a role in her breaking the colour barrier.’ This 

is especially significant as Petersen continues: ‘Bazaar's publisher, William Randolph Hearst, 

prohibited photographs of blacks in the magazine -- a not-uncommon stance at the time.’ 

Indeed, we must not trivialise Surrealism’s influential relationship to the mainstream and 

popular culture, however much it generalised ‘the other’. Ostensibly, Man Ray seems to 

exoticise Fidelin for a larger international cause, advancing opportunities for black women. 

Yet, Jean Nardal’s essay ‘Pantins Exotiques’ (1928), points out that the goal of such othering 

was not necessarily an emancipatory one. She comments:  ‘the trouble comes from the fact 

that the vogue for Negroes these last few years has led to their being considered as folk 

destined to serve as amusement, to see to the pleasure, artistic or sensual, of whites’ 

(Translation: Sharpley-Whiting: 2002: 108). She also comments upon dance, Fidelin’s forte, 

in the article, ‘the calm grace, the slow dances’ of the Antillean community (such as the 

Beguine) seem far removed from depictions of Josephine Baker and her ‘African frenzy’ on 

the Parisian stage dubbed the ‘exotic feminine’ (109). Interestingly, Man Ray appears to 

divest Fidelin of her own dancing talent as hardly any of the photographs taken allude to her 

                                                 
Daché. For a detailed analysis of this exhibition see Pass, Victoria (2011) Strange Glamour: Surrealism and 
Fashion in the years between the World Wars. Thesis: University of Rochester   

165 The treatment of Adrienne Fidelin is by no means the only example of racial conflation and ‘generalising the 
other’ within Surrealist circles. For example, in Undercover Surrealism (2006) Simon Baker alludes to the 
magazine Variétés; ‘which specialised in the 'humorous' juxtapositions of pairs of images popular at the time, 
published layouts with overt, sometimes extreme racist content. One (unreproducible) pair of photographs 
entitled 'the negroes' paradise' shows a naked, spread-eagled adolescent African girl sitting on the ground, 
subtitled 'young negress in the Congolese bush', alongside an African-American typist in chic contemporary 
dress, subtitled 'the next year in Harlem.’ (Ades: 2006:67).  
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aptitude in this domain. In a letter written to Man Ray about Fidelin by her then lover 

‘André’ on the 31st January 1950 he states:  

Ady is doing well and has begun to dance again. She might go to Italy or 
Switzerland with her black friends who have perfected a drum number- tam-tam 
Bango, you know how much she loves to dance, almost as much as life itself  
(BK : MANR13)166 

Despite her talents, she is constructed as a vehicle for male Surrealist fantasies. Only three 

pictures by Man Ray capture Fidelin in a dancing context. In two of these, she is semi-nude 

with her leg engaged in a balletic extension. Indeed, beyond the mainstream propriety of 

Harper’s Bazaar, Fidelin is often depicted fully nude invoking Surrealist gestures towards 

freedom. Nevertheless, such gesturing towards freedom is also complicit with mainstream 

negrophilia that limited black people to careers in entertainment settings. 

Figure 4.1 Man Ray Adrienne Fidelin in La Mode au Congo series, 1937, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in Wendy Grossman (2009) Man Ray, African Art and the Modernist 

Lens Washington, DC; Minneapolis, MN: International Arts & Artists; Distributed by the 

University of Minnesota Press p.143 

Figure 4.2 Man Ray Adrienne Fidelin Torse Nu Dansant, 1937, Photograph, 11.5 x 8.5cm, 

Centre Pompidou Paris  

                                                 
166 Ady se porte bien et a recommence à danser. Elle va peut-être partir en Italie ou en Suisse avec des amis 
nègres qui ont mis au point un numéro de tambours -tam-tam Bango, tu sais combien elle aime la danse 
presque autant que la vie. 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages 
where material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The 
unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry 
University



 

 219 

Wendy Grossman (2002:160) rightly draws attention to the hybridity of Fidelin’s identity as 

a ‘mulatto.’ She argues: ‘Here, Man Ray plays with viewers’ notions of black and white and 

their expectations, knowing that her ambiguous ethnicity could further complicate 

interpretations of the image.’ Jane Nardal creates a neologism to explicate such an 

existence as ‘Afro-Latinité’, staying true to one’s African heritage whilst assimilating certain 

parts of European civilisation. The combination of the chessboard and African headdress in 

figure 4.1 embodies such hybridity. Whilst Nardal recognises the idiosyncrasies of Antillean 

women, in the image chosen for the magazine photoshoot, Fidelin’s photograph is placed 

on the opposite page of the magazine to three white models who also took part in the same 

photoshoot, thus emphasising her otherness. Furthermore, in comparison to the European 

models, Fidelin is wearing substantially less attire, reinforcing stereotyped notions of the 

‘primitive’ and nudity, although her image was substantially enlarged. Indeed, the 

headdresses worn by Fidelin in this photoshoot were purchased at the Exposition Coloniale 

to which the Surrealists protested with a counter exhibition organised by Louis Aragon and 

André Thirion in 1931. As Grossman states (2009:80) the Bushongo hats were ‘acquired by 

the leading Paris milliner Lily Daché at the exposition colonial of 1931.’ By partaking in this 

photoshoot, Man Ray has undermined Surrealist anti-colonial politics, either unaware or 

ambivalent to the provenance of the chosen accoutrements.  Conversely, the Surrealist 

organisers of the counter-exhibition dub so-called primitive objects on display ‘European 

fetishes’ extrapolated from their indigenous culture. As such, the Surrealists overtly criticise 

fetishistic displays of non-European artefacts but condone the exoticisation of non-

European women.  



 

 220 

Figure 4.3 Man Ray La Mode au Congo ,1937, photographic spread with text, dimensions 

unknown in Wendy Grossman (2009) Man Ray, African Art and the Modernist Lens 

Washington, DC; Minneapolis, MN: International Arts & Artists; Distributed by the University 

of Minnesota Press p.144  

 

On this point, Benhabib’s observations are instructive: 'The more knowledge available to 

moral agents about each other ... the more rational will be the outcome of their 

deliberations' (Benhabib, 1992: 169). Indeed, we are not informed about the socio-historical 

context of the Bushongo hat as the Harper’s Bazaar article merely details its aesthetic 

functions. The accompanying text was written by Paul Eluard and originally published in 

French hebdomadaire ‘Marianne’ on the 5th of May (1937:6), subsequently translated for 

Harper’s Bazaar after the Bushongo hats were displayed in Charles Ratton’s gallery. Whilst 

some attention has been paid to the photograph of Fidelin, Eluard’s text has not been 

dissected with the same critical attention. The text is riddled with racialized generalisations. 

He states: ‘the desire to be beautiful, that is to say, to been seen, animates black people’ 167. 

Furthermore, he alludes to a litany of colour used by the Bushongo to create their wares 

describing ‘black, white and sombre blue harmonies’ 168.  Eluard also points to the geometry 

                                                 
167 ‘Le désir d’être beau, c’est à dire de se faire voir, anime les noirs’ 
168 ‘les harmonies noirs, blanches et bleu sombre’ 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version 
of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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of the Bushongo hats. Whilst this moves away from racial stereotyping, the geometric 

composition of the hats engenders comparison with European fashion, rationality, and 

order. The decorative shells used on the hats are compared to the luxury of pearls by 

Eluard, attempting to predicate a European prism of analysis for this African attire. This 

cultural appropriation seems to result in what Benhabib (1992:164) terms the 

‘epistemological blindness’ of Universalist moral theory, an unwillingness to forge a dialogue 

with the other.  Indeed, given the mere transposition of Eluard’s exhibition review into a 

Harper’s Bazaar article replete with models, the women themselves are ignored as mere 

ornamentation whilst at the exhibition Eluard reviews, the empirical wearability of the 

Bushongo hat is denied, translated into a museal object. Ultimately, Fidelin’s role is merely 

to sexualise a non-Western artefact, similarly to Kiki of Montparnasse’s function in Noire et 

Blanche (1926).  

 

4.4 The Generalised Nude 

As is well documented, Man Ray also photographed white female Surrealists’ nude, such as 

Meret Oppenheim and Lee Miller. In this sense, no exceptional treatment is granted to 

Fidelin. Some photographs of Fidelin as nude are tastefully constructed such as Ady Fidelin 

with Rings (1937) imbuing the black body in a Universalist geometric construction 

reminiscent of his series of mathematical objects and human equations series. Indeed, The 

Israel Museum website (2015) notes: ‘In 1934, Man Ray was a frequent visitor at the Institut 

Henri Poincaré in Paris. His objective there was to photograph the Institute’s collection of 

three-dimensional mathematical models, which were used to illustrate the geometric 

properties of mathematical equations.’ Fidelin is unadorned with any accoutrements to 

mark her otherness, as emphasised in La Mode au Congo series. In this instance, the 

generalised other can indeed bring political dividends.  Benhabib admits that: ‘the 

recognition of the dignity and worthiness of the generalised other is a necessary, albeit 

insufficient condition to define the moral standpoint in modern societies’ (Benhabib: 

1992:189). In other words, the pursuit of a cosmopolitan collective ideal can only take place 

by recognising the importance of the individual. Here (Fig.4.4), Fidelin is sedentary in a 

relaxed position, her facial expression gesturing towards inward reflection ambivalent to the 

camera’s gaze. Concomitantly, Man Ray is quoted stating apropos the creative process, ‘I 
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need more than one factor, [I need] at least two. Two factors that are not related in any 

way’ (Chadwick: 1995:3). By coalescing the mathematical model and a Guadeloupian model, 

a cosmopolitan viewpoint is created in the form of an equation as universal norms are 

juxtaposed alongside a non-Western body.   

Figure 4.4 Man Ray Ady Fidelin with Rings, 1937, photograph, 14.25 x 16.25cm, Centre 

Pompidou Paris 

Whilst Fidelin’s expression in the ringed photograph denies a self-reflexive sense of 

performativity, other photographs of Fidelin nude serve quite a different purpose.  Another 

photograph (Fig.4.5) shot against a neutral background serves as a performative parody of 

fin-de-siècle ethnographic photography. Fidelin poses like a fashion model in front of a 

neutral black background. Instead of the supposedly objective forward and side portraiture 

of ethnography, she adopts a contrapposto stance exuding confidence and sexuality, 

highlighting a psychologically autonomous being. Yet, this still appears problematic given 

the lack of agency of the model herself within the Surrealist movement, she is rarely 

photographed without the presence of Man Ray either in front of or behind the camera. 

Indeed, Benhabib (1999:338-339) views performativity with the following connotations: 

‘performativity appears to reduce individuals to masks without an actor or to a series of 

disjointed gender enactments without a centre.’ What is the central pivot point of Fidelin’s 

nude photos, race or gender? Arguably, Fidelin becomes an anonymised mask for both 

alterities.  

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party 
Copyright. Pages where material has been removed are clearly marked in 
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Figure 4.5 Man Ray, Adrienne Fidelin, 1938, photograph, 8.5 x 6cm, Centre Pompidou Paris 

It is also important to consider the ‘audience’ for Man Ray’s nude photography of Fidelin. 

Her career as a model never took off and La Mode au Congo was to be the only fashion 

photoshoot she would partake in. Letters to Man Ray reveal the difficulty of finding work 

Fidelin suffered after Man Ray left at the outbreak of the Second World War.  In 1946 her 

friend ‘DD’ (possibly the Surrealist Dédé Sunbeam) writes to Man Ray that ‘Ady feels 

younger and younger but is very tired as she works at a black club on the Champs Elysees’ 

169  (BK: MANR13) whilst an undated letter from her new lover ‘André’ notes: ‘Ady is 

complaining to me about the kitchen she works in as a negresse’ 170. André also writes a 

letter on the 31st January 1950 commenting : ‘Ady has played some small roles in films, 

nothing major but it helps butter the bread !’ (BK :MANR13) 171. Indeed, it appears Man Ray 

played a facilitating role in helping Fidelin find work. Without his help, she appears to be 

confined to specific black dancing clubs and domestic work even in the post-War era.  

 

                                                 
169 ‘Ady est de plus en plus jeune quoique très fatiguée car elle travaille dans une boite nègre des Champs 
Élysées.’ 
170 ‘Ady me crie de la cuisine ou elle travaille comme une négresse’ 
171 ‘Ady fait un peu de figurations dans les films, ce sont les petits choses qui mettent un peu de beurre dans 
les épinards.’ 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to 
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As such, many of Man Ray’s other photographs of Fidelin depict nudity amongst a Surrealist 

coterie which seems to indicate they were intended for a limited audience. These photos 

were not commercially distributed and became Man Ray’s mementos of a four-year love 

affair thwarted by the Second World War and the rise of anti-Semitism. Perhaps the most 

innovative photograph of Fidelin nude is actually taken by Lee Miller, in what Tancons 

(2012:151) describes as a pastiche of Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’Herbe (1862). Fidelin is nude 

amongst clothed Surrealist male counterparts in Antibes, namely Paul Eluard, Roland 

Penrose and Man Ray.  Miller adopts a much more analytic vision apropos female nudity 

compared to Man Ray, clearly problematizing a black nude female being surrounded by 

white males. Arguably it is possible to go further than Tancons and interpret Miller’s 

photograph as a conflation of both Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’Herbe and Olympia (1863). 

Indeed, Man Ray’s autobiography Self-Portrait notes that Fidelin was praised for her loyalty. 

This causes Man Ray (1988:257) to exclaim ‘she does everything, from shining my shoes and 

bringing my breakfast to painting in backgrounds on my large canvases.’ Is Fidelin not then a 

hybrid of Déjeuner’s white muse and Olympia’s black maid?  

 

4.5 Solarisations 

 

Man Ray accidentally stumbled across the process of solarisation when his former lover and 

assistant Lee Miller exposed his photographs to too much light. Garcia (2011:96) comments, 

it is ‘a process in which a developing photograph is briefly exposed to light, causing a partial 

reversal of tones’. Clearly, it is no accident that numerous photographs of Fidelin have been 

manipulated in this manner. Man Ray solarised a group photograph of Fidelin on holiday in 

Antibes with other Surrealists including Picasso and Dora Marr. All skin is inverted to black, 

assimilating Ady into the Surrealist coterie. Indeed, the contours of the human figure are 

essentialised as well as the eyes, the organ of perception, engendering a white tinge 

amongst all the Surrealists in this photography. In this case, photography jeopardises its 

indexical relation to the real in order to depict an alternative mode of existence: a 

cosmopolitan disregard of skin colour by making it invisible. Although this gesture makes an 

important political statement, it also homogenizes the particulars of identity denying the 

vast cornucopia of individual traits that make human beings unique. The fact that Man Ray 

has to invert contemporary reality demonstrates the turbulent social context in which this 
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photograph was taken, where a cosmopolitan vision was being eroded by rising nationalist 

tendencies. Indeed, the solarisations of Ady could almost be read as a ghostly hauntology of 

their ephemeral relationship cut short by war and exile.   

 

 

Figure 4.6 Man Ray Pablo Picasso, Dora Maar, Marie Cuttoli, Adrienne Fidelin, Paul Cuttoli, 

Antibes, 1937, Solarisation, 6 x 9 cm, Centre Pompidou Paris 

 

The next solarisation also depicts Ady on vacation swimming with Dora Marr. This was 

evidently a favourite pastime of Ady. Indeed, the Kandinsky library contains two postcards 

sent to Man Ray and Juliette Man Ray from Fidelin and André on holiday. On the 18th August 

1962, in a postcard sent from Montpellier, André writes ‘Best wishes from Ady and André. 

Hoping you are in excellent health. Ady is still swimming !’ (BK : MANR13) 172.  In another 

postcard sent from Corfu on the 14th August 1960, André writes again to Man Ray and 

Juliette Man Ray ‘Dear both, blue sky and sun accompany us, we hope its the same for you. 

Love Ady and André’ (BK : MANR13) 173.  Freedom of movement is an essential Kantian 

cosmopolitan law and Fidelin is often depicted travelling with the Surrealists in a nascent 

vision of mobility and ‘free’ exchange.  

 

                                                 
172 ‘Affectueuses pensées d’Ady et d’André qui vous espèrent en excellent sante. Ady est toujours dans l’eau’   
173 ‘Cher tous deux beaucoup de bleu et de soleil nous font compagnie nous espérons qu’il en est de même 
chez vous. Bons baisers Ady et André’ 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third 
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However, the effect of solarisation invokes a distancing from the background, the human 

figure protrudes from the negative as if belonging to a different place and time connoting an 

indifference towards the setting of the photograph. This creates a binary separation 

between people and place as well as the evident binary between black and white, 

eschewing the tonal gradations of Man Ray’s unaltered photography. Therefore, it may 

suggest that Cosmopolitanism is rooted in the human being, place is merely a background, 

inconsequential to the agency of the photographic subjects. No aesthetic features to discern 

a distinct location are provided. There is, of course, a chance element to producing a 

solarised image depending on how long the photograph is exposed to light and the intensity 

thereof which cannot be scientifically controlled. Dora Marr’s skin appears inverted to black 

whilst Fidelin’s skin glimmers with white overtones. It would have been impossible for Man 

Ray to plan such an outcome but the preservation of his gesture serves as a commentary on 

pressures faced by mixed-race Antilleans to assimilate European norms whilst staying true 

to their racial origins. Indeed, Jane Nardal criticises the ‘the savorous, spicy contrast of 

primitive beings in an ultramodern frame’ which many avant-garde movements were guilty 

of (translation Sharpley-Whiting: 2002:46). Solarisation negates such a contrast, creating a 

post-racial framework of modernity and interpretation. 

 

Figure 4.7 Man Ray Adrienne Fidelin, Dora Maar, Antibes, 1937, solarisation, 9 x 12cm 

Centre Pompidou Paris 
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Figure 4.8 Lee Miller, Pique-nique à Mougins, 1937, photograph, 20.3 x 19.7cm, National 

Portrait Gallery, London 

 

4.6 The Bal Nègre and Beguine 

 

In Man Ray’s autobiography, Self Portrait (1988:257), he states that Ady ‘doesn’t miss a 

Saturday at the Bal Blomet.’ This was also known as the Bal Nègre, situated on Rue Blomet 

in Paris. Berliner charts the history of the Bal Nègre, which was originally patronised solely 

by the Antillean community. According to Berliner (2001:61), in 1926 Robert Desnos moved 

to Rue Blomet, discovered the ball, invited his friends and ‘was instrumental in presenting 

the club to a wider Parisian population through the popular press.’ Hence, the ball soon 

became a fashionable meeting place amongst Surrealist circles. Phillipe Soupault wandered 

in finding himself the only white person (Berliner: 2001:61). Berliner remarks that from 1928 

onwards the bal began to gain popularity with white metropolitans but would still attract a 

large number of black people. Furthermore, the music played was the Beguine, which 

originated in Martinique. This was quite different to the renowned Revue Nègre headed by 

the African-American dancer Josephine Baker whose audience was predominantly white. In 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. 
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Library, Coventry University



 

 228 

the view of Henderson (2003:117), Baker’s performance derives from ‘the tradition of the 

ethnographic exhibition of the black body.’  The same cannot be said of the following 

picture of Fidelin dancing, her breasts unexposed and her long skirt voluptuously stretched 

out. That said, Man Ray, prior to his relationship with Fidelin, had attended the Revue Nègre 

and taken photographs of Baker. According to Zabel (2004:186), none exist in archives to 

this day due to the potential resentment of Kiki of Montparnasse. It seems then that Man 

Ray transitions from the artifice of the Revue Nègre to the augmented authenticity of the 

Bal Nègre. Ultimately, Fidelin pursued the same path as Baker but with more modest 

success. Indeed, Petersen (2007) notes ‘the last thing on record is that she was dancing at a 

“Negro” club on the Champs-Élysée.’ 

 

Figure 4.9 Man Ray Adrienne Fidelin, 1938, Photograph, 8.8 x 6.2cm, Centre Pompidou Paris 

Figure 4.10 Anon. Josephine Baker in Banana Skirt, 1926, photograph, dimensions unknown 

in Benetta Jules-Rosette (2007) Josephine Baker in Art and Life: The Icon and the Image 

Urbana, Ill. : University of Illinois Press p.50 
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Ray and Fidelin attended other ‘Bals’ beyond the confines of the Bal Nègre. Wendy 

Grossman (2009:143) states that ‘Man Ray’s biographer Neil Baldwin describes, for 

example, an elaborate masked ball in Paris in the summer of 1937 where the photographer 

arrived ‘dressed as a pirate, naked to the waist, with flared pants and a turban. Ady was 

with him as his willing slave, breasts exposed.’ Grossman describes this as a ’collaborative 

game’ between Man Ray and Fidelin, parodying the stereotypical representation of Black 

women at the time. That said, Ray’s photographic corpus of Fidelin features copious nudity. 

Furthermore, parading naked black people at parties was not limited to Fidelin, nor women. 

Ernest Léardée worked at the Bal Nègre and played beguine music which Fidelin knew how 

to dance. Berliner (2001:71) notes how Léardée engaged in a mixed-race sexual relationship 

with the Comtesse de Suvarennes. She invited him to a party where he was told to take off 

all of his clothing garments and then entered a room of numerous naked white party guests. 

Léardée reminisces: ‘J’avais l’impression de me marcher dans du coton.’  [It seemed like I 

was walking on eggshells]’ (Berliner: 2001:71).  It appears, after all, then that the 

‘generalised other’ was used to represent black people at the height of negrophilia was not 

gender-specific. Racial exoticism traversed boundaries between the sexes to render the 

black body a performative synecdoche for the non-European other. As such, Fidelin’s 

purported ‘willingness’ could merely be conformity to expectations.  

 

As letters from the Bibliothèque Kandinsky reveal, Fidelin’s life after Man Ray’s departure 

on the eve of the Second World War became arduous. She struggled to find work and 

battled with degraded health. During the Second World War, she and ‘DD’ (probably Dédé 

Sunbeam) sold many of Man Ray’s belongings she left behind after his hasty departure from 

Paris. In a letter dated the 5th October 1947, ‘DD’ writes ‘Whilst we all sold some of your 

things after the ‘exodus’, it’s due to the fact that Ady had no money, no work – me neither 

but as soon as I was able to find work we sold no more of your belongings’ (BK: MANR13) 

174. The letter is also accompanied by a list of items the pair sold : 

 

Belongings sold between 1941-1942 : The Peugeot 402 (otherwise it would have 
been seized by the Nazis). A Tanguy painting, A Chirico sketch, two Surrealist 
publications and a luxury edition of Mains Libres and 5 paintings by Banquet 

                                                 
174 ‘Si nous avons vendu de tes affaires, c’est qu’après l’exode Ady n’avait pas d’argent, pas de travail, moi non 
plus, mais aussitôt que j’ai pu travailler nous n’avons plus rien vendu’ 
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were sold to Eluard, 5 African ornaments were sold to Ratton. (Kandinsky: 
MANR13) 175. 

 

DD also kept Man Ray up to date with letters after Fidelin fell ill and ended up at a clinic in 

Cannes. It appears she had undergone a total of six operations during the year of 1946 but 

she recovered and resumed her dancing work in 1950. For Fidelin, the benefits of being in a 

relationship with an avant-garde cosmopolitan allowed her to overcome the colour barrier. 

Looking back on their relationship in 1945, Fidelin herself states to Man Ray, ‘I love you like 

my best friend, I would still like to live with you, I had the best time of my life with you’ 176 

(BK: MANR13). As such, whether we view Man Ray’s photographs of Fidelin as generalised 

appropriations or concrete portrayals very much depends on the pair’s mutual political 

intentions and personal relationship, something that the archival material on Fidelin does 

not disclose. Within the prevailing social context of negrophilia though, it is hard to ascribe a 

concrete identity to Fidelin.  

 

4.7 Lola Alvarez Bravo 

This chapter now turns to focus on aspects of Lola Alvarez Bravo’s practice which epitomise Seyla 

Benhabib’s cosmopolitan ideal of ‘the concrete other.’ These two women can be placed at the opposite 

ends of the spectrum as regards the agency of female Surrealist practitioners. Firstly, Bravo’s intimate 

deconstructions of the male anatomy and manual labour will be viewed as an ironic transpositions of 

gendered activity. Then, close analysis is made of Bravo’s photomontage and the class-based Surrealist 

message it propagates as drawing significantly on European avant-garde influences. Bravo’s affiliation 

with the Mexican Surrealists is then explicated. Finally, the chapter considers Bravo’s photographic 

contributions to the 1930s periodicals Mexican Folkways and El Maestro Rural [The Rural 

Schoolteacher] with previously un-researched images and manuscripts drawn from the Lola Alvarez 

Bravo archive in Arizona and accessed at the BNF, Paris. Together these magazines provide an in-depth 

vision of Mexico’s cultural idiosyncrasies and myriad traditions, the epitome of Benhabib’s idea of the 

‘concrete other’. Regarding El Maestro Rural, Bravo shot many front covers as well as photographs 

                                                 
175 ‘Affaires vendues et cela en 1941-1942 : La 402 Peugeot (sinon elle était réquisitionnée par les boches), 
Vendu à Éluard : tableau Tanguy, croquis Chirico, Mains Libres (Edition de luxe), 2 livres éditions surréalistes, 5 
tableaux Banquet, Vendu à Raton : 8 bibelots nègres’ 
176 ‘Je t’adore comme mon meilleur ami, j’aimerais vivre encore avec toi, tu es pour moi la plus belle époque 
de ma vie.’ 
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accompanying articles. In Mexican Folkways, Bravo’s photography of indigenous plastic arts will be 

investigated.  

Writing on Lola Alvarez Bravo’s philosophical attitude towards photography, Wright-Rios (2014:200) 

comments: ‘It seems as if she truly believed she was “finding” Mexican culture in situ and saving it for 

posterity.’ Indeed, Cosmopolitanism can only be realised with an in-depth understanding of a culture. 

Hence, interrogating national culture should not be conflated with nationalism as Benhabib’s 

formulation of the ‘concrete other’ suggests. Bravo’s portrayals of Mexico catalyse a dialogue with the 

international avant-garde. As Benhabib (1992:161-2) states, the ‘concrete other’ envisions: ‘how I as a 

finite, concrete, embodied individual, shape and fashion the circumstances of my birth and family, 

linguistic, cultural and gendered identity into a concrete narrative that stands as my life story (…) the 

self is not a thing, a substrate but a protagonist of a life’s tale’. Lola’s feminism becomes particularly 

evident in letters between herself and Manuel Alvarez Bravo, accessed at the Centre for Creative 

Photography and woven throughout this section of the thesis. This chapter aims to show that Bravo’s 

photography forms a fervent statement of international ambition and individuality, distanced from 

Kant’s collective iterations of this cosmopolitan theory.  

4.8 Cosmopolitan Feminism  

Lola Alvarez Bravo certainly embraced the transcultural exchange of the modern era. Indeed, she 

comments in El Heraldo de Mexico on the 26th November 1982 that: 

Emotions can be localised, they can be very beautiful, magnificent and hence 
metamorphose into something universal. So, when there is a transmission 
between the author and the viewer, it is possible that the sentiment is 
universalised to a great extent, because it is not a specific language, it is not 
Mexican, French or Spanish. It is a language of the spirit. (LAB Archive: AG154:4) 

177.  

This sense of spiritual emancipation also chimes well with the Surrealist Manifesto of 1924. Further to 

this, Bravo adds in an interview with Activa magazine in 1984: ‘I don’t have a specific subject matter, I 

always ensure I include the human being’ (LAB Archive: AG154:4) 178.  At first glance, Bravo appears to 

                                                 
177 ‘Las emociones pueden ser locales, pueden ser muy buenas, magnificas, y así convertirse en universales. 
Entonces cuando hay una transmisión del autor hacia el espectador, posiblemente en grado superior puede 
volverse universal, porque no es un lenguaje propio, ni de México, ni de Francia, ni de España, es un lenguaje 
del espíritu.’ 
178 ‘No tengo un tema especial, procure incluir siempre al ser humano.’ 
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embody the Kantian Universalism that Benhabib rejects, however, it is through the intimacy of the 

photographic medium that Bravo reconciles her Universalist ideals with the subjectivity of individual 

beings. 

Ironically, despite their subsequent divorce due to womanising, it seems that Lola’s feminism initially 

attracted her erstwhile husband Manuel Alvarez Bravo. In a letter to Lola dated May 27th 1922 he 

recalls: 

Before you were my girlfriend, we went to an exhibition of sublime feminist 
work together and then we went to Chapultepec soon afterwards. I already 
loved you at this time but full of self-doubt and worry I did not dare to speak to 
you’ (LAB Archive: AG154:1) 179.  

Not only does this letter attest Lola’s long-standing feminist commitments, but also to the fact that, 

theoretically speaking, her husband agreed with her ideological stance. In fact, it was her husband’s 

empirical actions that led to the end of their relationship. Discontented with being her husband’s 

assistant, Bravo rapidly acquires her own style and becomes self-sufficient through her income from 

photography.  

It could well be that her experience with her former husband Manuel, catalysed her deconstructions of 

the male body. Lola Alvarez-Bravo’s treatment of the male anatomy is ambivalent in nature, thinking 

beyond the prominent chauvinist discourse apparent in Mexican society. Indeed, in Mutilado (1930), 

Lola Alvarez Bravo photographs a classical Greek-style torso, removing it from an expected museal 

environment. With no head, the male appears anonymised and fetishized, the body languishing in a 

barren field amidst shrubbery. The male torso is in lecto recumbit, a traditional pose of the female 

spouse who has no agency or occupation. Indeed, it was rare for a female to work in 1930’s Mexico. 

Lola herself comments: ‘Women who worked and managed to achieve something, who were respected 

by colleagues, despite our best efforts, were few and far between’ (Serrano-Barquín: 2005:127) 180. The 

difficulty of a creative female finding work also arises in an early letter to her husband Manuel who 

reproaches her for asking him to enter into correspondance more frequently. He states in a letter dated 

October 10th 1922, ‘Lola, I believe that you know full well the only time I have to write to you is at night 

                                                 
179 ‘Antes de que fueras mi novia fuimos una vez juntos a una exposición de trabajos femeninos sublimas de 
allí temprano y nos fuimos a Chapultepec, yo ya te quería, pero lleno de preocupaciones y dudas no me atrevía 
a hablarte’ 
180 ‘Las mujeres que trabajábamos y lográbamos hacer algo, y que nos respetaran dentro de nuestro trabajo y 
por nuestro esfuerzo, éramos muy pocas’ 
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or in the morning before I go to work. You have the whole day!’ (LAB Archive: AG154:1) 181. As the agent 

of authority, in classical sculpture, the male would be depicted upright, endowed with power, purpose 

and psychological individuality. Notwithstanding, the title Mutilado conjures up association with 

violence which would traditionally be associated with male domination over women. The torso serves 

as a proxy for the desires of Bravo herself, who faced much male opposition to her photographic 

practice. Whilst Bravo replicates the militancy of the Parisian-based Surrealists, her ironic oeuvre cast a 

critical eye upon contemporary Mexico and gendered power relations.  

Moreover, Bravo frequently photographed Juan Soriano, a Mexican Painter. In a work entitled Juan 

Soriano Reclining (1937), we cannot intuit the individuality of the human psyche as Soriano’s face is 

tilted upwards, his muscular torso is performatively on display with the lower parts of his body wrapped 

in a white sheet. To further add to the sensuality of the display, the scene is photographed on a beach 

with the ebb and flow of the tide are caught enveloping his body. Bravo converts a talented, highly 

venerated artist dubbed ‘el Mozart de la pintura’ [Mozart of painting] into a male muse. To depict such 

a person oneirically demonstrates Bravo’s discrete negotiating of power relations within her Surrealist 

and avant-garde coteries. This resonates further with Seyla Benhabib’s (1997:36) contention of the 

generalised other that ‘Identities, personal as well as collective, are seen as social constructions with no 

basis of givenness in nature, anatomy, or some other anthropological essence.’ Soriano is essentialised 

by his anatomy against the natural background of the sea. His identity and cache as an artist are lost in 

the tide becoming a ‘generalised other’ which was more frequently the treatment afforded to feminine 

corporeality within Surrealist circles. As such, Bravo subverts the trope of the generalised other to 

which she had previously fallen victim as a woman.  

                                                 
181 ‘Lola, sabes muy bien (creo) puedes suponer que la única hora que tengo para escribirte es en la noche o en 
la mañana antes de irme a trabajar, tú tienes todo el día.’ 
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Figure 4.11 Lola Alvarez Bravo, Mutilado, 1930s, Photograph, 18.9 x 24cm, Lola Alvarez Bravo 

Archive, Arizona  

Figure 4.12 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled (Juan Soriano Reclining), 1937, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in Elizabeth Ferrer (2006) Lola Alvarez Bravo, New York: Aperture p.32 

 

Interrogating the place of the woman within Catholicism also seemed to be a preoccupation for Bravo 

during the 1930s. In her photograph, La Ultima Cena (Pocos Los escogidos) [The Last Supper (few 

invited)], the inaccuracies of religious iconography are laid bare, in a sculpted representation conveying 

only six of the twelve disciples.  Indeed, regarding Bravo’s religious photography Wright-Rios (2014:201) 

states ‘the images testify to clumsy human attempts to conjure the sacred.’ Along these lines, Bravo 

also photographs the Mexican religious cult of the female Madre Matiana (1935). Wright-Rios 

(2014:222) describes this as ‘the legendary Madre Matiana, the epitome of backwardness and 

fanaticism that has been gendered female.’  The Madre Matiana was a laywoman and Mexican fortune-

teller who supposedly foresaw Mexico’s war, poverty, foreign invasion and starvation which is 

apparently enacted as a punishment from God.  A mannequin of this figure is photographed by Bravo 

surrounded by male admirers, modestly dressed and gazing downwards. Men are seen putting coins 

into a pot held by the mannequin and pulling out pieces of paper which purport to tell their fortune. 

Here, Bravo clearly deconstructs woman’s positioning as the generalised other in Mexican society 

through the male gaze of the crowd surrounding the mannequin. The mannequin is static, unable to 

speak, mythology is projected onto her by the surrounding male entourage. Wright Rios (2014:222) 

notes the mannequins’ ‘sham individuality.’ Indeed, the Madre Matiana has merely been fashioned into 
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a trope of Mexican femininity. Bravo renders this generalisation absurd. The stasis of the mannequin 

undoubtedly parallels the role of women in Mexican society.Her photograph thus emphasises the 

mobility of the male compared to the inertia of the woman. Indeed, when growing up, Lola’s family 

appeared to instil the subordination of her gender. She states: 

 
Growing up, I was taught how to serve tea, make French-style snacks and cakes 
which were so ornate that they became infamous and nobody wanted to try 
them. I couldn’t stand any of this. It was supposed that I should do these things 
because I was a young woman, but to me it all seemed degrading. (Debroise: 
1985: unpaginated) 182.  

 

It seems then, she was being trained for male adoration in the same way as embodied by the Madre 

Matiana.  

 

Figure 4.13 Lola Alvarez Bravo La Madre Matiana (Sister Matiana), 1935, Photograph, 17.5 x 

22cm Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive, Arizona. 

Figure 4.14 Lola Alvarez Bravo La Ultima Cena (pocos los escogidos), 1935, photograph, 16.7 x 

23cm Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive, Arizona.  

In her 1938 photograph Suma, resta y multiplica [Add, Subtract and multiply], she depicts a local 

inhabitant staring at the prices of transportation to other cities. Mobility is a fundamental tenet of an 

                                                 
182 ‘Cuando era niña me enseñaban a servir él te, a hacer pasteles y platillos franceses que, de tan decorados, 
se volvían infames y nadie quería probarlos. Nada de eso me gustaba. Se suponía que yo debía hacer esas 
cosas porque era señorita, pero a mi parecían denigrantes.’ 
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internationalising vision and something that many impoverished Mexicans were denied, confined to a 

parochial existence.  This provokes a stark contrast to Guadeloupian model Adrienne Fidelin who 

enjoyed travelling across Europe with fellow Surrealists. Indeed, her inclusion in an avant-garde 

grouping engendered her mobility. Lola Alvarez Bravo herself was highly mobile, travelling around 

numerous parts of Mexico on commissions. As such, rapports with different races and backgrounds of 

individuals catalysed a cosmopolitan awareness of Mexican society.  

 

Even so, one of Bravo’s most renowned works focussing on social class is, in fact, a photomontage, not a 

form known for its indexical relation to the real. Despite this, photomontage provided a potent, political 

synthesis of reality such as John Heartfield’s incisively satirical depictions of Hitler using this very form. 

Indeed, in El Sueño de los Pobres (1935), Bravo depicts a small downtrodden infant wearing rags who is 

sleeping rough. Above him stands a machine pouring swathes of money down into the street. The 

inclusion of a machine is no coincidence as Giraud (2015) notes that: ‘The implicit evil of the machine, 

symbol of capitalism and its unrelenting cruelty’ has ‘Surrealist undertones’ 183. Indeed, André Breton 

praises Lola’s husband Manuel by stating his photography entails ‘an admirable synthetic realism, of 

which I know no comparable work’ (Breton: 1988: V2:1237) 184. Surely El sueño de los pobres equally 

entails a form of synthetic realism by using the composite nature of photomontage to highlight the 

scourge of inequality engulfing Mexico’s poorest?  

 

 

 

                                                 
183 ‘la implícita maldad de la máquina, símbolo del capitalismo y de su crueldad implacable’ has ‘tintes 
Surrealistas’ 
184 ‘un admirable réalisme synthétique, dont je ne connais aucun équivalent.’ 
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Figure 4.15 Lola Alvarez Bravo Suma, Resta y multiplica, 1938, photograph, dimensions unknown 

in Elizabeth Ferrer (2006) Lola Alvarez Bravo, New York: Aperture p.26 

 

Figure 4.16 Lola Alvarez Bravo El Sueño de los Pobres, 1935, photomontage, 21 x 17.7cm Lola 

Alvarez Bravo Archive Arizona 

 

El sueño de los pobres is probably the only work by Lola Alvarez Bravo which has already received 

substantial critical commentary by several scholars. Many of her other early photomontages merit the 

same treatment. In 1935, Bravo creates a photomontage entitled El capital hambriento de sobre 

trabajo. [The Hungry Capital of Hard Labour]. The spectre of hunger is personified through a suit-clad 

corpse presiding over haggard workers pushing and lifting heavy objects. Evil incarnate is given a human 

form in what encapsulates an explicit socialist message. It is important to note that this work, alongside 

El sueño de los pobres, was exhibited at a woman-only exhibition namely, ‘el sector femenino del 

profesorado de la sección de artes plásticas, auspiciada por el departamento de bellas artes’ [The 

female sector of Fine arts teachers, sponsored by the Fine art department]. Hence, the female artist is 

imbricated in national issues and not exclusively identity-based politics. The work does not contain a 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has been 
removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the 
Lanchester Library, Coventry University



 

 238 

feminist message despite being exhibited at a feminist exhibition. That said, the spectre of evil is clearly 

male, representing the capitalist bourgeoisie.  

 

The machinations of extreme capitalism not only strip the individual of his concrete identity but 

disrespect the norms of the generalised other through which one is treated as a human being with 

inalienable rights. The plight of the subaltern is not sufficient enough even to enter unto the rubric of 

Benhabib’s generalised other.  Regarding the relationship between the concrete and generalised other, 

Benhabib (1992:10) states: 

 

I envision the relationship of the generalised to the concrete other as along the 
model for a continuum. In the first place, there is a Universalistic commitment to 
the consideration of every human individual as being worthy of universal moral 
respect. (…)The standpoint of the concrete other, by contrast, is implicit in those 
ethical relationships in which we are always already immersed in the lifeworld.  

 

Within this framework, it can be argued that Bravo first invests in an ideology that generalises in order 

to convey the extent of the horror befallen the city’s poor. Before enabling the ‘ethical relationships’ of 

the concrete other, the status quo must be overhauled. Indeed, Bravo engaged with socialist ideals long 

after Breton’s cessation with the French communist party in 1935. Moreover, she was a member of ‘la 

liga de escritores y artistas revolucionarias’ [The league of revolutionary writers and artists].  
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Figure 4.17 Lola Alvarez Bravo El Capital Hambriento de Sobre Trabajo, 1935, photomontage, 

dimensions unknown in James Oles (2012) Lola Alvarez Bravo and the Photography of an Era 

(Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes) p.108 

 

4.9 Surrealist Affiliations and the Concrete Other  

 

In light of her revolutionary associations, one could well argue that Lola Alvarez Bravo was a significant 

contributor to the Surrealist movement, enacting the role of Man Ray as documenter of Surrealist 

happenings in a Mexican context, both artists embuing photo-documentary with tinges of the 

‘marvellous’. As previously mentioned, André Breton had formally praised her husband Manuel Alvarez 

Bravo for his portrayal of Mexico which Lola holds a copy of in the archives (LAB Archive: AG154:1), 

however, no mention is made by Breton of Lola. Despite this, Lola Alvarez Bravo played a fundamental 
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role in canonising the works and reputations of Diego Riviera and Frida Kahlo for posterity, particularly 

those created during the 1920s and 1930s. Amongst the murals by Diego Riviera that Lola choose to 

photograph are Revolt (1930), The Aztec World (1929) and Mexico Today and Tomorrow (1935). In 

terms of Frida Kahlo’s oeuvre, Lola photographs Remembrance of the Open Wound (1938) and many 

self-portraits including images of her living room flanked by portraits of Riviera and Mao. According to 

Debroise (1994:21) Bravo also took photographs of ‘Leon Trotsky and his secretaries; Andre Breton and 

his then wife Jacqueline Lamba’ indicating that Lola met the founder of the Surrealist movement when 

he visited Mexico. Moreover, in an interview with Salomon Grimberg regarding her Frida Kahlo 

photographs, Lola affirms: ‘Breton and I met through Diego Riviera and Lupe Marín’ (Grimberg: 

1991:10). One of Lola’s photographs of a painting by Frida Kahlo appeared in the May 1939 edition of 

Minotaure. Grimberg (1991:3) states: ‘What the Water Gave me has posed a riddle for historians (…) 

When Breton returned to Paris from Mexico in 1938 he took with him a photograph of the unsigned 

finished work, which he reproduced in the May, 1939 edition of Minotaure and dated it 1938. The 

photo was Lola Alvarez Bravo’s’. Indeed, the negative is held in the collection of the Centre for Creative 

Photography185. Several Mexican Surrealists still harboured Marxist-Leninist tendencies. 

Notwithstanding, it appears that both Lola and her husband Manuel avoid overt socialist dogma of 

figures like Riviera and Kahlo despite holding a deep affection for them both. In a letter from Manuel to 

Lola dated September 9th 1922, Manuel states:  

 

Intelligence consists in knowing how to live and not in learning and discussing 
theories (that is the way I see it through my own lack of intelligence and study) It 
is quite difficult to believe this, such is the diversity of ideas between thinkers 
and with regard to knowing how to live well and live happily, we can already rely 
on the fundamental ideas of religion. (LAB Archive: AG154:1) 186 

 

Perhaps Manuel’s disregard for theoretical associations rubbed off on Lola. When asked whether 

people called her a communist because of her friendship with Diego Riviera, Lola replies in the 

September 7th 1983 edition of Excelsior: ‘Well no, and I am not sure why not. It may be, like a friend 

told me. I walk with the dancers but I do not dance’ (LAB Archive: AG154:4) 187.  One could argue that 

                                                 
185 Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive Reference AG 154 8/5:3:45 
186 La inteligencia consiste en saber vivir no en aprender y discutir teorías (a mi modo de ver quizá por mí 
misma falta de inteligencia y de estudio). Muy difícil creo esto, tal es la diversidad de ideas entre los 
pensadores y para saber vivir bien y alegremente ya tenemos las ideas fundamentales de la religión 
187 ‘Pues no y no sé por qué. Sera que, como decía un amigo mío, yo ando con los danzantes por no soy 
danzante.’ 



 

 241 

Bravo’s affiliation with the Surrealist movement was of a similar persuasion. Indeed, she did not 

participate in any International Surrealist Exhibition contrary to her husband. However it does appear 

that she attended the 1940 exhibition in Mexico City having taken copious photographs of Surrealist 

work there. Interestingly, she only photographs the work of European-based Surrealists and not her 

Mexican counterparts, with a particular predilection for Picasso, who again was more assimilated into 

the Surrealist movement rather than being a core member. As such, Lola retained her artistic 

dependence whilst drawing from aspects of Surrealist ideology and aesthetics. Ostensibly, this 

prevented her from falling into the trap of becoming an artist’s muse, as was the fate of Adrienne 

Fidelin.  

 

In her documents of Riviera and Kahlo, it seems that Lola’s work echoes Benhabib’s stance of the 

‘concrete other’ by portraying Riviera and Kahlo as fallible individuals instead of portending to the 

grandiosity of the universal ideals they espouse. For example, a vast body of work shows Riviera in 

medias res of painting his superlative murals188. This gestures towards the importance placed on 

process in Surrealist art. Moreover, we are granted an insight into Riviera himself. He does not turn to 

face the camera, immersed in his work and dwarfed by the magnitude of his painting, as we can intuit 

sketches of the proletariat uprising against armed soldiers with poised weaponry. Similarly, with Kahlo, 

her stance is highly introspective in Bravo’s portraiture. Hence, it is clear that Lola Alvarez Bravo 

contributed vastly to the Mexican Surrealist movement, despite a somewhat ambivalent relationship to 

it. Embodying Benhabib’s stance on the ‘concrete other’, she favours the portrayal of an intimate 

individual identity rather than a generalised group affiliation.  

 

                                                 
188 Reference for picture displayed here is Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive AG154 7/4J:8 
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Figure 4.18 Lola Alvarez Bravo Frida Kahlo, 1944, Photograph, 25.2 x 20.4 cm, Lola Alvarez Bravo 

archive Arizona.   

Figure 4.19 Lola Alvarez Bravo Diego Riviera, n.d ,photographic negative, dimensions unknown, 

Lola Alvarez Bravo archive, Arizona.  

 

4.10 El Maestro Rural  

 

El Maestro Rural was an official magazine of the Mexican government's education secretariat intended 

to boost the morale of rural-based primary school teachers. In 1935, shortly after her divorce from 

Manuel, Lola Alvarez Bravo was named staff photographer for the magazine and contributed several 

works. The photographs contributed by Lola Alvarez Bravo have been identified by Christina Cuevas 

Wolf’s thesis entitled Indigenous cultures, leftist politics and photography in Mexico 1921-1940 

(1998:187) but at present have not undergone academic analysis. Whilst Bravo shot many stand-alone 

covers for El Maestro Rural, it is equally interesting to look at her photography in concurrent relation to 

the text. This allows one to contextualise her work for the magazine. Bravo’s photographs convey the 

individual impact of the Mexican government’s policies straddling Benhabib’s conceptions of the 

concrete and generalised other. In Lola Alvarez Bravo’s own words, her intent was undoubtedly to 

portray the subjectivity of the individual as espoused by Benhabib. Apropos her commission for this 

magazine, she comments in an interview with El Nacional on April 7th 1984: 
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When I started to work with Hector Perez Martinez on El Maestro Rural, I also 
began to leave the city and relate to normal people, understand their feelings, 
and I felt that I had attained that desire for identification with my country and 
myself (LAB Archive: AG154:4) 189  

 

Moreover, Bravo ardently denies any form of propagandistic activity in her work, despite this particular 

magazine being an organ of the revolutionary government. She states in an interview with Uno más Uno 

on the 10th January 1984 ‘Any commission that entailed mystifying something or engaging in 

propaganda was rejected, in the same way I refused to partake in any form of social demagogy’ (LAB 

archive:AG154:4) 190. Whilst the magazine’s ideological message was undeniably socialist, something 

that Bravo does not contradict, her photography of individuals for this magazine manages to 

dialectically reconcile the plight of individual and collective that so plagued the Surrealist movement 

and their rapport with Marxism and the French Communist Party.  

 

In El Maestro Rural, the article ‘Los libros del texto’ [Textbooks], written by Professor Gabriel Lucio, 

(1936: VIII: 2) espouses a positive slant on the liberating potential Walter Benjamin sees in mechanical 

reproduction. The text relates the mass-production of a student textbook entitled Simiente (written by 

Lucio) which can be translated as ‘seed’, evidently affirming hope in the potential of the future 

generation.  According to the article, the book costs only 7 cents a copy whilst explaining that the 

situation of the countryside is ‘More limited to what books they could buy than those in the city’ 191. 

One and a half million copies of the textbook were distributed by the socialist government to the 

countryside covering the first four years of elementary school education. The article nevertheless 

contains some questionable propaganda in which Lola Alvarez Bravo is undoubtedly complicit. The 

author states ‘Mexico, like other developed countries, recognises the importance of feeding young 

children and teenagers with new ideas’ 192. Whilst Mexico is dubbed an advanced country, an article in 

Surrealist journal Minotaure (1939) by Breton entitled Souvenir du Mexique, with a photograph by Lola’s 

former husband Manuel Alvarez Bravo, states that the infant mortality rate was 75%. The article in El 

                                                 
189 ‘Cuando empecé a trabajar con Héctor Pérez Martínez en la revista El Maestro Rural, comencé asimismo a 
salir de la ciudad y entre en relación con la gente y a penetrar su sensibilidad, y yo sentí que estaba alcanzado 
ese anhelo de realización e identificación con el país y conmigo misma.’ 
190 ‘Cualquier encargo que implique mistificar algo o hacerle propaganda ha sido rechazado, de igual manera 
me he retirado de cualquier demagogia social.’ 
191 ‘aún mas limitadas para la compra de libros que las de la ciudad’ 
192 ‘Mexico como otros paises avanzados se da cuenta de la importancia que tiene alimentar la infancia y la 
juventud con las ideas nuevas’ 
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Maestro Rural also uses statistics to convey the magnitude of the textbooks’ distribution with hand- 

drawn illustrations depicting 60 tonnes of paper, an army of 800 workers and 25,840 litres of ink. 

Following Breton’s revelation though, the pioneering textbook will only be available to 25% of its 

potential audience. Moreover, Manuel Alvarez Bravo depicts the violence inherent in the country 

through his 1934 work, Striking Worker Murdered published in Minotaure  in 1939 alongside André 

Breton’s article.  

 

 

Figure 4.20 Manuel Alvarez Bravo Striking Worker Murdered, 1934, Photograph, 19.1 x 24.1cm in 

Minotaure (1939) no.12 p. 31. 

 

Lola Alvarez Bravo’s accompanying photography transforms mass production into art. A full-page 

iteration of stacked reproductions is truly vertiginous.  As I previously mentioned, for Benhabib the 

concrete other is incompatible with an ideological fervour which it would seem Bravo literally buys into 

through this commission. In another photograph to accompany the text, Bravo depicts a circle of 

children avidly clustering around the textbook, eager to learn. One of the most telling photographs 

Bravo takes is of a woman book-binding whilst over the page cartoon-like illustrations depict an 800-
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strong army of workers as male. The focus on the production process by the author undoubtedly has 

Marxist resonances, but amidst the impressive statistics, Bravo’s photography substantially humanises 

the enormous process. Indeed, the first photograph in Bravo’s sequence is contented children reading 

the text. The picture of the copious textbook copies itself is artistically astute, shot from a low side-

angle. Given the camera’s perspective, the viewer can intuit there are more stacks of books out of shot 

which widens the scale of production beyond the confines of the lens. Bravo also shoots the front cover 

of the magazine which uses the human hand as a synecdoche for children’s yearning to learn, pairs of 

hands outstretched in a pyramid-like composition towards a single copy of the textbook. Whilst this 

displays positive iterations of the generalised other in terms of highlighting the common plight of all 

impoverished children, it also espouses a didactic form of education across a whole country with 

different contexts and individual abilities. Overall, Bravo’s accompanying photographs highlight a 

yearning to learn, which is correctly depicted as universal. Notwithstanding, when combining the 

ideological affect of both text and images, an in depth-understanding of the socio-economic problems 

facing Mexico is brushed aside in favour of impressive statistics.  

Figure 4.21 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled, 1936, photograph, dimensions unknown in El Maestro Rural Vol 

VIII no 2 p.11 Collection BNF Paris Tolbiac  

Figure 4.22 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled, 1936, photograph, dimensions unknown in El Maestro Rural 

Vol.Viii no.2 cover page Collection BNF Paris Tolbiac  
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In El Maestro rural, the article ‘La Guerra del analfabetismo’ [The War on Illilteracy] (1935: VII: 11) 

rightly criticises the former Porfirio dictatorship for having done nothing to help eleven million illiterate 

citizens, given that education was not universally accessible. The situation in rural areas was particularly 

acute. The Education Secretariat hence introduces a network of mobile libraries. The article also cites 

international examples of mobile libraries in Brazil, France, and the UK which all have diverse political 

orientations lending an unbias feel to the article. Indeed, Nowicka (2012:1) comments: ’visual mobilities 

lead to the emergence of the global as a frame of reference for local action.’ Undoubtedly, the global 

phenomenon of mobile libraries is what had catalysed Mexico’s socialist government to implement the 

scheme. Consequently, the article does not have the same extent of dogma apparent in other parts of 

the magazine. Bravo’s accompanying photographs are simply that of the library bus itself and workers 

queueing up behind it. The bus photograph takes up half a page which enables the writing to be clearly 

visible. The bus is intended for ‘farmers and factory workers’ 193 clearly interpellating the working class. 

The possessive ‘your’ of Spanish engenders a sense of class belonging. Although this instance, 

ideologically speaking ,clearly aligns with Benhabib’s ‘generalised other’, there is a concrete element to 

it given the human scale of the project and the individual's ability to choose which books to read unlike 

the case of the prescribed Simiente textbook. 

 

 The front cover of this volume shot by Lola Alvarez Bravo is composed as a diptych clearly contrasting 

the rural and urban landscape of Mexico. The article foregrounds the necessity of mobility between the 

two domains in order for the flow of culture to be fairly disseminated. Indeed, musing on mobility 

Benhabib (2009:4) comments:  

 
The mobility of some has consequences for or corresponds to the immobility of 
others. All of these persons are engendered in their relationships with others, 
with the waged workforce, with the polities from which they came and those 
they seek to enter.  

 

The former immobility of the library service, in turn, engendered the immobility of those who as a 

consequence were illiterate. Consequently, Bravo’s photography very much emphasises the distance 

between places and networks of connectivity.  

                                                 
193 ‘campesinos y obreros’ 



 

 247 

Figure 4.23 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown in El Maestro Rural 

Vol.Vii No.11 Collection BNF Paris Tobiac p.5 

Figure 4.24 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown in El Maestro Rural 

Vol.Vii No.11 cover page Collection BNF Paris Tobiac  

 

Another of her photomontage’s lacking commentary is the ground-breaking cover for El Maestro Rural 

in September 1938. The faces of defiant indigenous children emerge from drab, semi-dilapidated tower 

blocks, their gazing upwards testament to their future aspirations.  The moral fibre of this 

photomontage firmly resides in the rendering of the concrete other. By extrapolating the unique 

corporality of the face, each child is rendered an individual whilst the grouping is sufficient to constitute 

a microcosm of society.  Benhabib (1992:161) states: 

 

Rawls recapitulates a basic problem with the Kantian conception of the self, 
namely that our noumenal selves cannot be individuated. If all that belongs to 
them as embodied, affective, suffering creatures, their memory and history, 
their ties and relations to others are subsumed under the phenomenal realm, 
then we are left with an empty mask that is everyone and no-one. 
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Here, Benhabib references Kant’s key concern with the noumenal. That is, the thing in itself, which for 

Kant is the thing that cannot be known, in short, the polar opposite of a phenomenon. Returning to the 

issue of photomontage, arguably, Benhabib’s evocation of this Kantian principle also offers an enlarged 

lens through which the photomontage highlights the plight of the individual in relation to their 

entanglement with larger systems of power. Notwithstanding, the suffering creatures depicted in this 

photomontage can be granted the individual, attention they deserve through education, which was the 

remit of the magazine in question, a tool that will enable them to forge a sense of self-identity and 

future aspirations. This photomontage clearly individuates its protagonists whilst still affirming a 

generalised ideology of socialism which endows each individual with the same inalienable human rights. 

Here, Lola Alvarez Bravo uses a common Surrealist trope of photomontage but with more overt socialist 

overtones than those produced by the Parisian Surrealists.   

 

 

Figure 4.25 Lola Alvarez Bravo (1938) Untitled, 1938, photomontage, dimensions unknown in El Maestro 

Rural Vol ix no 4 Cover Page Collection BNF Paris Tolbiac  
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4.11 Mexican Folkways 

 

Elizabeth Ferrer (2005:163) states that Bravo produced photography for Mexican Folkways between 

1934-1935. From my research, it appears she only contributed to a special issue in 1935. Mexican 

Folkways was a bilingual Spanish-English journal edited by anthropologist Frances Toor hence the 

magazine’s English language is quoted.  Several Mexican Surrealists photographed for, or contributed 

to, this magazine, including Lola’s husband Manuel194. It seems that the Mexican Surrealist engagement 

with anthropology and ethnography paralleled the Parisian Surrealist fascination with the collections of 

the Trocadéro as explored in Chapter three195. Indeed, André Breton also spoke highly of the pre-

Columbian art of Mexico after his visit to the country (Breton: 1988: V2:1236).  

 

Regarding the magazine, Toor states: ‘Mexican Folkways has played an important role in the formation 

of the new Mexican attitude toward the Indian by making known his customs and art, and for the same 

reason the magazine has had an important influence on the modern art movement’ (Toor: 1932:230). 

Moreover, Lola was highly interested in the plight of indigenous Mexicans as much of her later 

photography from the 1940’s and 1950s attests. In an interview with Siempre magazine (1979), Lola is 

asked how she was taught how to view indigenous peoples when growing up. It seems that her views 

were influenced by the kindness instilled by her father. She comments: 

 
My father was very knowledgeable and generous: he treated the servants with 
great respect and they liked us. Sometimes we would go onto the street with 
him and if we saw a beggar we would say to them “Come on, let’s go to our 
house”  (LAB Archive:AG154:4). 
 

Given the detailed focus on the indigenous peoples and their customs the magazine certainly 

abides by Benhabib’s conception of the concrete other contrasting with the tensions between 

the two of El Maestro Rural.  

                                                 
194 Painter Carlos Merida also contributed articles for the magazine as did Diego Riviera and Tina Modotti.  
195 At the International Surrealist Exhibition, Mexico City in 1940, both indigenous Mexican art and 
African/Oceanic art is shown alongside works by Surrealists from across the world.  In a problematic gesture, 
what is termed ‘Old Mexican Art’ is separated from African and Oceanic art in the catalogue, which is referred 
to as ‘Savage Art.’  It is equally interesting in a cosmopolitan context that Mexican art is conferred the epithet 
of ‘Folk’ whereas the same word is scarcely applied to African and Oceanic art.  See the exhibition catalogue: 
Exposición internacional del surrealismo, enero-febrero 1940 : aparición de la gran esfinge nocturna, relojes 
videntes, perfume de la 5a. dimensión, marcos radioactivos, invitaciones quemadas Galería de Arte Mexicano 
(Mexico City, Mexico) 

https://nal-vam.on.worldcat.org/detailed-record/10532296?databaseList=143&databaseList=173&databaseList=197&databaseList=199&databaseList=239&databaseList=245&databaseList=251&databaseList=269&databaseList=283&databaseList=285&databaseList=638&scope=wz:8238
https://nal-vam.on.worldcat.org/detailed-record/10532296?databaseList=143&databaseList=173&databaseList=197&databaseList=199&databaseList=239&databaseList=245&databaseList=251&databaseList=269&databaseList=283&databaseList=285&databaseList=638&scope=wz:8238
https://nal-vam.on.worldcat.org/search?queryString=au%3D%22Galeri%CC%81a%20de%20Arte%20Mexicano%20%28Mexico%20City%2C%20Mexico%29%22&databaseList=143,199,245,269,239,638,173,283,251,197,285
https://nal-vam.on.worldcat.org/search?queryString=au%3D%22Galeri%CC%81a%20de%20Arte%20Mexicano%20%28Mexico%20City%2C%20Mexico%29%22&databaseList=143,199,245,269,239,638,173,283,251,197,285
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Whilst Mexican Folkways began in 1927 and was regularly published, between the years 1934-1935 only 

one issue was produced per year. In 1935, it appears that Lola contributed photography to a special 

edition of the magazine entitled Las Artes Plásticas Populares/The Popular Plastic Arts. I have identified 

her contribution through photographs held at the Lola Alvarez Bravo archive in Arizona as she is not 

always credited in the text. She photographs several pieces of indigenous art for the magazine of which 

four are finally used. Bravo’s numerous negatives of indigenous art are held by the Lola Alvarez Bravo 

archive in Arizona. The focus remains the pieces of art that made the magazine cut due to their 

resonances with the accompanying textual information and the ability to coherently date these works. 

Regarding her perception of the magazine itself, Lola Alvarez Bravo is asked in an interview (LAB 

Archive: AG154:4) ‘Why do you think that foreigners always conduct this type of investigation in 

Mexico?’ 196, to which she replies ‘Because such investigations are more ardent and daring. Moreover, 

since foreigners often lack their own folklore, they search for otherness and hence satisfy an aesthetic 

need’197. Indeed, it would seem that in its search for a ‘concrete other’, anthropologists turned towards 

non-Western cultures in a search for an authenticity lacking in the plurality of contemporary Western 

society. 

 

Two of Lola’s photographs are located in the pottery section of the magazine. Both are incense burners. 

One is from the Oaxaca region198, the other from Metepec. Oettinger (2010:81) states: ‘No religious 

ceremony is complete without the presence of incense-burners’ whilst ‘dating back to pre-Hispanic 

times’ they are also ‘used on the altars of local churches and chapels and placed on the graves of the 

deceased during the day of the dead.’  Hence, the incense burner represents an interstitial object 

binding together the customs of indigenous peoples and the Christian faith. This parallels the 

celebration of the ‘Day of the Dead’ by Christians adapting indigenous traditions. This is something that 

Lola Alvarez Bravo’s husband, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, would also capture for the Surrealist-edited 

journal Minotaure. Moreover, archival evidence shows that both Manuel and Lola were devout 

Catholics, however they both engaged in a syncretic rapport with ancient customs throughout their 

photographic repertoire. Indeed, on December 19th 1921 Manuel writes to his then girlfriend Lola: ‘I am 

                                                 
196 ¿Por qué será que este tipo de investigaciones siempre las hacen en México los extranjeros? 
197 ‘Porque son más ávidos y más valientes. Por otra parte, como carecen de un folklore propio, buscan el 
ajeno y así satisfacen una necesidad estética.’ 
198 Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive reference AG154 8/5:3:80 



 

 251 

very enthusiastic about attending mass with you on Sundays. If this is what you want and it is possible 

then it is a duty that I am delighted to fulfil.’ (LAB Archive: AG154:1) 199. Indeed, through the 

photography of a syncretic object, Alvarez Bravo disseminates the beauty of Indian craftsmanship 

alongside a unique interpretation of Christian iconography. 

 

The Oaxaca piece is decorated with protruding, biomorphic figures representing souls in the afterlife. 

The piece belongs to Frances Toor (1935:51) herself who describes it thus: ‘I have a very lovely natural 

brownish earth colour incense burner from Oaxaca decorated with lines of white and blue and around 

the rim little figures representing souls. This form is pre-conquest.’ The metaphysical nature of religion 

is much more palpable within the decorative features of the pre-conquest incense burner which 

simultaneously depicts floating figures in stasis. Bravo’s photograph of the Oaxaca incense burner 

highlights the metaphysical upper part of the composition. The photograph is taken against a neutral 

background flanked by a balustrade. Although this seems a casual choice, the balustrade, intentionally 

or otherwise, effectively cuts in half the piece of pottery. One half contains terrestrial patterning and 

the other encompasses metaphysical existence. The differing proportions of this incense burner attest 

to the individual, hand-made nature of the object and the uniqueness of the piece at hand. Schoolman 

(2003: xxix) understands Benhabib’s concept of the concrete other in the following way:  

 

Concrete otherness, in other words, recovers for the moral point of view the 
utopian dimension that norm, rights, entitlement and the generalised other 
leave out. It entails the recognition of the distinctiveness in addition to the 
commonality of the other, the demonstration of sincere interest in and effort to 
comprehend the other affectively, and the confirmation of the others talents 
and capacities.  

 

As a result of Mexican Folkways, the talent of the indigenous Mexican was disseminated worldwide 

through the cosmopolitan resource of photography and its bilingual publication strategy200. 

                                                 
199 ‘Me ha entusiasmado mucho la idea de ir contigo los domingos a misa. Si quieres que así sea y si es posible, 
es un deber que me es grato cumplir.’ 
200 The magazine was widely distributed in the United States.  
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Figure 4.26 Lola Alvarez Bravo Oaxaca Incenser, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Mexican Folkways Special Edition ed. Frances Toor p.53 

Figure 4.27 Lola Alvarez Bravo Oaxaca Incenser, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown Lola 

Alvarez Bravo Archive Centre for Creative Photography, Arizona 8/5/3:26-50 

 

The next item taken by Bravo is a collection of petate (straw) toys201. Frances Toor (1935:37) 

states: ‘One of the most primitive and important household objects is the petate, the Aztec 

for reed and palm mats. The material and manner of making petates remain unchanged and 

they are almost as widely used as before the conquest.’ She also highlights the diverse uses 

of the material ‘The Indian comes in the world on a petate and leaves it rolled in one. For 

the poor, it serves as a coffin. He sits on petates and eats off them’ (Toor: 1935:37). 

Curiously, Toor does not provide contextual information regarding the petate toys 

photographed by Bravo. Bravo composes the toys in a circular formation. Overall, the toys 

seem to represent a microcosm of everyday existence. Visible are a Church, a tree, a soldier 

on horseback, a shop, a van, a boat and four villagers. Bravo photographs the petate in an 

unadorned streetscape of dirty and broken paving slabs to mirror the environment in which 

they would be played with by children. Naturally, a petate-binded church commingles Aztec 

                                                 
201 Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive reference AG154 8/5:3:4 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the 
thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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craft traditions with a Catholic metaphysical belief system as we have already seen with the 

Day of the Dead. The use of an everyday material attests to the commingling of art and life 

within indigenous Mexican culture and the pervasiveness of petate into many different 

realms of life enables it to symbolise by proxy the simplicity yet ingenuity of indigenous 

existence. Elsewhere, Ternes (2006:111-112) comments that:  

Among the handicrafts sold at markets and collected and exhibited by the 
intellectual community as Mexican curios, one could find toy people and animals 
made of straw, juguetes de petate. These began to appear as sketches or 
photographs in literary-artistic journals of the 1920s and 30s alongside drawings 
of toys made of other materials, for example, wood, clay, and gourds. At times, 
they were also incorporated into other artworks. Juguetes de petate were 
pictured in journals as examples of masterfully crafted Mexican folk art, as were 
masks, weavings, ceramic pots, and colorfully painted chests. Academically 
trained artists of the 1920s and 30s had become involved directly and indirectly 
in elevating folk art to the status of national treasures.  

By regarding indigenous folk art as a national treasure, Mexican Folkways cleverly resolves 

many old colonial antinomies. Whilst the imposition of the nation-state by colonial forces 

clearly imposed what Benedict Andersen termed ‘Imagined Communities’, by the same 

token, the Mexican government regarding indigenous art as a national treasure is surely 

intended to rouse patriotic sentiment within indigenous communities.  Contrary to Ternes, 

it could be argued that academically trained /avant-garde artists referred to wish to 

propagate folk art on the international stage rather than stir up sentiments of national 

pride. Indeed, regarding Kant’s vision of cosmopolitan right, Benhabib (2008:91): states ‘the 

sanguine way in which he envisages cosmopolitan community –something which comes 

very close to being the telos of cosmopolitan right-is quite incompatible with either the 

purity or integrity that is sometimes demanded by cultural identity politics.’ Bravo 

negotiates this double-bind by eschewing such identity politics, instead, focussing on hybrid 

objects that harbour a multitude of multicultural and pan-geographical influences. Indeed, 

many collectors of non-Western art were precisely attracted by the otherness and purity of 

such objects purportedly untainted by European culture. Simon Baker alludes to an extreme 

case in the Documents journal explored in chapter two through an article entitled ‘Gunshot’ 

by Marcel Griaule. As Baker observes, the article: 
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concerns African works of art rejected by the European art market on the 
grounds that they contain certain iconographic references to the process of 
colonialism. The nadir of this scandal, according to Griaule, is represented by a 
carving showing an African warrior with a machine gun, deemed ‘inauthentic’ 
and thus unacceptable for an audience of Parisian art nègre connoisseurs’ 
(Ades:2006:71). 

 In a Latin American context however, racial intermixing and the coexistence of black, 

indigenous and European peoples called the mestizaje precludes any notions of cultural 

homogeneity as reflected in Lola Alvarez Bravo’s choices of objects to be photographed. 

 

Figure 4.28 Lola Alvarez Bravo Petete Toys, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown Mexican 

Folkways Special Edition ed. Frances Toor. p.39 

Figure 4.29 Lola Alvarez Bravo Petete Toys, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown Lola Alvarez 

Bravo Archive Centre for Creative Photography, Arizona 8/5:3:1-25 

The final object photographed by Lola for the magazine is entitled: ‘Bread for the Day of the 

Dead, State of Mexico’202 . This decorative bread forms part of a food offering or ‘ofrenda’ 

to departed souls. Nutini (2014:122) describes the pan de muertos as ‘the most important 

and prominent offering to the dead.’ Surprisingly in rural communities ‘Men are solely 

responsible for the pan de muertos from the mixing of the ingredients to the baking and 

removing of the bread from the oven’ (Nutini: 2014:122).  Bravo’s ambivalence towards the 

                                                 
202 Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive Reference 8/5:3:45 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has been 
removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the 
Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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status of women within folk art in comparison to the rest of her work can only be explained 

by a necessity for the indigenous inhabitant to be perceived as a concrete other before 

promoting the specificity of an indigenous woman.  In terms of the typical aesthetics of the 

pan de muertos, Nutini (2014:122) describes the following: ‘they are decorated with dough 

protuberances in the form of crossed bones, which obviously symbolise the dead being 

honoured. They are almost always made at home rather than bought.’ In stark contrast to 

the motif described by Nutini, the bread photographed by Lola Alvarez Bravo bones do not 

seem to feature such traits, rather the kneading of the dough assumes the form of 

elaborate native dress and large protruding smiles. This attests a change in the aesthetics of 

folk art through cross-cultural fertilisations, perhaps, in this case, it has induced a diluting of 

the unseemly skull and bone stereotypes inextricably associated with the ‘Day of the Dead’ 

across the world.  

Given the ephemeral shelf-life of this culinary art and the artisan cookery method, Bravo’s 

photograph enables a unique irreproducible piece of work to be preserved for posterity. 

Although photographed by Lola Alvarez Bravo, the pan de muertos pictured belongs to 

Carlos Merida203, a Guatemalan painter who became part of the Mexican muralist 

movement, renowned for incorporating the decorative leitmotivs of folk art onto the 

canvas. This attests to the power of the transmission of motifs not only across cultures but 

across a panoply of different artistic media. Whilst Merida subsumed Folk Art objects into 

painting, Bravo did the same thorugh her photographic lens. Bravo’s camera allows the 

idiosyncrasies of Mexican life to be transmitted to both a pan-Hispanic and Anglophone 

audience whilst the camera serves as the intermediary for the aesthetics of everyday life to 

be transmitted into fine art.  

 

 

                                                 
203 Merida also exhibited at the International Surrealist Exhibition, Mexico City, 1940.  
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Figure 4.30 Lola Alvarez Bravo Bread for the Day of the Dead, 1935, photograph, dimensions 

unknown Mexican Folkways Special Edition ed. Frances Toor. p.77 

Figure 4.31 Lola Alvarez Bravo Bread for the Day of the Dead, 1935, photograph, dimensions 

unknown Lola Alvarez Bravo Archive Centre for Creative Photography Arizona 8/5/3:26-50 

 

4.12 Summary 

 

In summary, these two case studies of little-known Surrealist women redress the neglect of 

female agency within geographically extended Surrealist networks and practices. From the 

muse to the feminist, from the photographer to the photographed and the indigenous to 

the modern, Fidelin and Bravo display elements of the generalised other as well as that of 

the concrete. Fidelin is generalised by her race and Bravo by her politics. Both are 

generalised because of their womanhood. Whilst the generalised other incorporates 

inalienable human rights, it eschews the specificity of an individual’s social circumstances 

and life-story. Although being welcomed into Surrealist circles and breaking the colour 

barrier, Fidelin is more defined by the context of negrophilia rather than her Guadeloupian 

upbringing which is only concretised through her beguine dancing in a scant number of 

photographs. The Surrealists, however, do elevate the status of the black model to someone 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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worthy of the same rights and opportunities as that of a white person, rendering colour 

obsolete through solarisation. This, however, is not enough to truly constitute a 

cosmopolitan condition beyond Kantian collectivism which has undoubtedly been attained 

by Lola Alvarez Bravo, a female Surrealist photographer who divorces her chauvinistic 

husband, deconstructs the ‘male gaze’ and champions indigenous art. Bravo’s odds were 

stacked against her due to her gender. Her former husband, Manuel Alvarez Bravo wrote in 

a letter to her dated October 30th 1922 ‘You told me that you think fate is against us. I 

believe that fate is a bit like a project, it is established beforehand but anyone can modify it’ 

(LAB Archive: AG154:1) 204. Fate was certainly against their relationship, however Bravo 

managed to modify her fate as a woman, using Surrealist contacts garnered from her 

husband to further her own photographic career.  Bravo’s socialist magazine commission 

undoubtedly supports a generalised ideology, but this is tempered due to rendering societal 

problems palpable on an individual scale, interrogating the emotions and expressions of 

indigenous people and raising awareness of their arduous plight towards equality. Perhaps 

the most telling difference between Fidelin and Bravo is that Fidelin was deprived of what 

made her a talented individual: her dancing. Conversely, the artistic photographic flair of 

Bravo is what endowed her with cultural currency and agency in a highly male-dominated 

environment. Being a non-Western female could only be tempered by artistic recognition 

within the Surrealist movement, yet the Surrealist trope of the muse deprived artistic 

women of their innate talents whether European or otherwise.  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
204 ‘Me decías que te parecía que esta contra nosotros el destino, yo creo que esto del destino es algo así como 
un proyecto, establecido de antemano pero que cada uno puede modificar’ 
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5.1 Introduction 

China remains a land disassociated with Surrealism’s worldwide expanse, overshadowed by 

its neighbour Japan. Indeed, Japanese artists were more readily assimilated into Surrealist 

networks, exhibiting at the key International Exhibition of 1938 in Paris, their contribution to 

the movement formally acknowledged.  Notwithstanding, in 1925, André Breton speaks of 

plans to visit China in his Lettre aux Voyants [Letter to the Seers] describing a dream. He 

states: ‘It seems I must travel to China around 1931 and withstand 20 years of great danger 

(…) which is quite troubling. I also indirectly learnt that I must die there’ (Breton: 1988: V1: 

909) 205. Alas, this was a journey that Breton would never make, perhaps because of his 

superstitious reasoning surrounding the dreamscape. Unfortunately, the lack of reciprocal 

involvement between European Surrealists and the Shanghai avant-garde of the 1930s has 

perhaps discouraged any transnational research in this domain. In fact, Surrealism was 

highly influential amongst avant-garde circles in cosmopolitan Shanghai despite their avant-

garde’s inability to penetrate Surrealist spaces in Europe. In particular, the Shanghainese 

‘Storm Society’ (juelanshe), specifically credits Surrealism in their manifesto of 1932 

commenting: ‘Since the beginning of the 20th century, a new atmosphere has emerged in 

the European artistic community, comprised of the outcries of the Fauvists, the twists of the 

Cubists, the vehemence of the Dadaists and the dreamscapes of the Surrealists’ (Translation 

Danzker: 2004:234). Furthermore, in 1935, a Shanghainese journal called Art Winds (Yifeng) 

published a special edition on Surrealism including a translation of André Breton’s 1924 

Manifesto (Wu: 2016:200). This was associated with the Chinese Independent Art 

Association whose members had encountered Surrealism in Japan. Whilst Surrealism in 

China was certainly concentrated in Shanghai and did not take hold as much as in Japan, the 

movement had a buoyancy and reach that has not been sufficiently explored.  Regrettably, 

the vast majority of avant-garde activity ceased at the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war in 

1937. As such, the Chinese Surrealists were victims somewhat of external circumstances.   

 

                                                 
205 ‘Je dois, paraît- il, me rendre en Chine vers 1931 et y courir pendant vingt ans de grands dangers. Deux fois 
sur deux je me le suis laissé dire, ce qui est assez troublant. Indirectement j’ai appris aussi que je devais mourir 
d’ici là.’ 
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In this multi-layered context of a Republican China and the cosmopolitan metropolis of 

Shanghai, the early photographic oeuvre of Lang Jingshan (1892-1995) is discussed in 

relation to Surrealism in a city where extensive examples of artistic cross-fertilisation 

occurred. I also discuss the broader popularity of Surrealist photography in Shanghai, 

through the many photomontage spreads and exhibition reviews populating modernist 

journals of the era. Despite the broad influx of different schools of modernism into 

Shanghai, this Chapter make a case for Lang Jingshan’s specifically Surrealist and 

cosmopolitan attributes, especially with regard to Man Ray whom he would meet in Paris 

after the Second World War.  

 

Even so, the negative views of certain scholars regarding Surrealism’s influence in Shanghai 

such as Ralph Crozier (1993:149) are difficult to overturn. He comments ‘It did not catch on 

in Shanghai, the centre of the Chinese art world.’ However, a more optimistic Paul Bevan 

(2016:237) counters ‘the adoption of the visual world of Surrealism by so many artists in the 

art world in China has not been widely recognised by art historians and consequently has 

not found a place in the standard art history books.’  Jingshan has several specifically 

Surrealist attributes worthy of exploration. Indeed, Jingshan is renowned for hybridising the 

techniques of traditional Chinese Ink Painting with Western Modernist photography, in a 

form he dubbed ‘composite photography’. His use of composite photography would 

seamlessly meld paintings and photographs into one.  

 

Beyond Lang Jingshan’s rapport with Man Ray, several Shanghainese journals make mention 

of Surrealism as an artistic phenomenon. Consequently, knowledge of the movement 

became widespread amongst well-informed artists. As previously mentioned, a special 

edition of Yifeng magazine (1935) by the Chinese Independent Art Association focussed 

exclusively on Surrealism. An article by Li Donping entitled 什么叫超现实主义 [What is 

Surrealism?] focusses upon the relationship of Surrealism in relation to reality and dream. 

For Li Dongping, it is this tension which typifies the painterly expression of the movement. 

He comments that Surrealism ‘freely distorts the object, eschewing the rules and 

constraints of the painting process’ (1935:27) 206. He also recognised the popularity of the 

                                                 
206 而自由地把對象變態着，把從來的繪賮法則和約束無視和否認  
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movement and views this dichotomy between dream and reality as fundamental to 

understanding Surrealist motives.  Moreover, further issues of Yifeng refer to Surrealism at 

different junctures such as an article by Bai Sha, also in 1935, impelling us to understand 

rather than criticise modernist painting, including those of the Surrealists. The prominent 

magazine Art (Yishu) published an an in-depth article on Surrealist painting in Europe in 

1933. The writer, Ni Te, boldly states, ‘Surrealism’s cosmopolitan nature extends throughout 

the world’ (1933:1) 207.This statement is fleshed out by a detailed review of Surrealist 

painters by country citing France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Later, in 1936, a more 

sophisticated article is written again by Li Dongping, a member of the Chinese Independent 

Art Association, for Seaside Culture (Haibin Wenyi). The article is entitled 超现实主义前前

后后 [Surrealism before and after]. The article explores Surrealism in contra-distinction to 

Dada which is criticised for its nihilistic approach. Freud is described as the ‘scientific 

backbone’ (科学背影) of the movement and an explanation of automatism (自动主义) is 

given. However, no mention is made of Hegel, Marx or the revolutionary, anti-nationalist 

aspects of Surrealism. Hence, it appears knowledge of the revolutionary aspects of 

Surrealism in China were either nor fully understood or deliberately unacknowledged, 

perhaps due to the turbulent social context.  

 

Indeed, one cannot discuss the oeuvre of Lang Jingshan without contextualising the revival 

of Chinese ‘National Painting’ termed henceforth guohua. At first glance, Lang Jingshan’s 

incorporation of such a hermetic genre may appear as anathema to ideals of 

Cosmopolitanism. Indeed, Chan (2017:19) comments: ‘guohua has been regarded as the 

binary opposite of innovation, Westernisation, and modernisation’ whilst Xiu (2000:88) 

states apropos guohua: ‘They demanded that each and every stroke should be patterned 

after Antiquity. They have absolutely no vitality nor initiative, and have become rigid in both 

thinking and painting.’ Notwithstanding, the idiosyncrasies of Chinese history aptly underpin 

how Jingshan’s mix of guohua and Western modernism occurred. 

 

The May Fourth movement of 1919 was sparked off by a protest against China’s response to 

the Treaty of Versailles where certain territories were ceded to Japan by the Chinese 

                                                 
207 超現實主義國際化的樣式擴張於世界 
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government. This catalysed a rejection of traditional Confucian values and a blossoming of 

individual rights already enshrined in Western philosophy since the Enlightenment. In the 

artistic domain, several Chinese artists began to study abroad, particularly in Paris and 

Japan. By osmosis, Western ideals infiltrated Chinese art. According to Xiu (2000:74), who 

has researched the phenomenon of Chinese art students studying abroad : ‘It is estimated 

that between 1912 and 1937, about 200 Chinese students studied abroad, primarily in 

Japan, France, Britain, America, Belgium, Italy, and Switzerland.’  Indeed, the popular 

pictorial magazine Liangyou (The Young Companion) (1933:74), publishes a photographic 

collage entitled: ‘Art Student Life in Paris’ to address this phenomenon. An idealised vision is 

produced with a short caption in Chinese at the top left hand side reading 浪漫的学 

[Romantic Learning]. Lang Jingshan himself never studied abroad, however it transpires that 

his studio was located in Shanghai’s French Concession. Indeed, The North China Herald 

(1935:292) reported that ‘Mr Chin San-Long208 holds a foremost place amongst Chinese 

photographic artists, and his studio in Frenchtown is filled with exquisite studies, many of 

which have gained awards at exhibits in Europe.’ As such, Lang Jingshan led a thoroughly 

cosmopolitan existence and the presence of Surrealist happenings in the French concession 

doubtless infiltrated his work.  

 

Whilst certain elements of Western thought were harnessed in Shanghai during the 

Republican era, a concurrent resurgence of nationalist ideals became apparent due to a 

mounting anti-Japanese sentiment.  Indeed, many historians including Xu (2009:29) view 

the May Fourth movement as a catalyst for the National Revolution of 1927: ‘Like the May 

Fourth Movement, the Nationalist Revolution had its catalyst, which was nothing other than 

the consciousness of Nationalism, being suppressed by the Cosmopolitanism of the May 

Fourth period.’ This was the dichotomy of political belief Lang Jingshan’s photography had 

to negotiate. Ten years of a Republican, democratic government, instigated by a violent 

Nationalist coup, would ensue until the untimely war with Japan in 1937. Incidentally, this 

decade constitutes the most prolific era of Jingshan’s career.  

 

                                                 
208 This is another common way to Romanize ‘Lang Jingshan’ or 郎静山。  
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Figure 5.1 Anon Art Students Life in Paris, 1933, photographic collage, dimensions unknown in 

Liangyou Huabao (The Young Companion) Issue 74 Unpaginated 

 

Therefore, it is instructive to view Lang Jingshan’s oeuvre as an empirical synthesis of 

patriotism and Cosmopolitanism born out of the May Fourth movement and the ensuing 

National Revolution. It is equally important to emphasise the idiosyncratic status of 

Shanghai. As Danzker (2004:18) puts it:  

 

One of the first global cities of the modern era: in the first decades of the 20th 
century a whirlpool of revolutionary ideas, conflicting nationalist aspirations, 
unrestrained commercial expansion and military occupation. A glittering fata 
morgana, by 1930 the fifth largest city in the world. Shanghai seduces and 
entices the imagination of the time. 

 

Shanghai is where Lang Jingshan’s photographic practice began in the 1920’s with his career 

being forged in the newspapers and periodicals of the city before transitioning into artistic 

photography. Moreover, since 1849 a French concession was established, it became a vital 

nexus of cosmopolitan activity.  

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to 
Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has been removed 
are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged 
version of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, 
Coventry University



 

 264 

Whilst it is commonly espoused that Jingshan used techniques of Western modernism, what 

is it that gave his work a specifically Surrealist character? No literature on Lang Jingshan in 

English or French makes the case for him as a Surrealist. Despite this, some works in the 

Chinese language very briefly attribute certain features of his work to Surrealism, but such 

research is at a highly nascent stage, consisting of statements rather than sustained 

investigation. I intend to extrapolate from these extant musings to make a detailed case for 

an interpretation of Lang Jingshan’s work as cosmopolitan practice, commingling the 

iconography of Eastern and Western art, a more positive vision of what has been termed 

‘grabbism’ by modernist writer Lu Xun209. Yu (2015:26) defines Lu Xun’s theory as ‘an active 

effort to choose and take from foreign cultures what is good and useful to the Chinese.’  

This analysis will have recourse to theoretical, contextual and empirical analysis of the 

photographs themselves, many of which remain without commentary to date. 

 First, it is important to situate an iconographical analysis of Lang Jingshan’s photography, in 

comparison with Western Pictorialism which was, in turn, a key influence on Surrealist 

photography given the intermediaries of figures such as Alfred Stieglitz and his 291 Gallery 

where many Surrealists exhibited. Next, discussion turn to a core philosophical premise of 

Surrealism: the reconciliation of dream and reality explicated in the 1924 Manifesto. This 

focus is on Jingshan’s photography, which by mixing the indexical reality of photography 

combined with the subjectivity of painting, reifies this seminal Surrealist principle.  

Discussion will then interrogate the rapport between Lang Jingshan and the work of Man 

Ray who both met each other after the Second World War. That is not to say that Man Ray 

did not have a prior influence upon the oeuvre of Jingshan as Surrealism was first officially 

                                                 
209 Although cited by several academics, Lu Xun’s essay on ‘Grabbism’ (拿来主义) has yet to be translated into 

English. It was originally published in 1934 in a Beijing newspaper. The tone of the article is very humorous. Lu 

Xun begins by describing China as isolated from other countries, lit. espousing ‘closed-ism’ (闭关主义).  
Instead, Lu Xun demands a relationship of reciprocity between East and West citing the fact that several 
Chinese antiquities have made their way to French museums, therefore what is wrong with selectively 
extrapolating ideas from the West? He argues that China doesn’t receive an equal portion of what it has 
culturally given to the West. He ends by stating that if ideas from the West are not ‘grabbed’, then Chinese 

culture will remain in a state of stagnation rather than becoming ‘modern’ (the loanword modeng 摩登 is 
used). It is clear that several forms of cultural exchange in Republican China could be read as ‘grabbism.’ 
Notwithstanding, rather than analysing Lang Jingshan’s relationship with Surrealist art through the pragmatic 
theory of ‘grabbism,’ I feel that his use of western modernist photographical techniques was an integral part of 
his practice throughout his career and not mere appropriation, it was not ‘grabbed’ as such. Moreover, Lu Xun 
seems to inevitably situate modernity in the West and antiquity in the East, denying Chinese artists the ability 
to contribute to ‘Modernity’, only take from it. Lu Xun’s short article on ‘Grabbism’ can be accessed online at 
the following address https://www.marxists.org/chinese/reference-books/luxun/18/010.htm  

https://www.marxists.org/chinese/reference-books/luxun/18/010.htm
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introduced to Shanghai in 1935 whilst the Storm Society cite it in 1932. A particular concern 

will be the photographic treatment of nudes by both photographers. In a more conservative 

Shanghai, it is clear that Jingshan looked to the West for artistic inspiration in the corporeal 

domain.  Lang Jingshan also participated in several international exhibitions which further 

bolster his cosmopolitan credentials. Hence, a close analysis is conducted of the 

photographs he displayed at his monographic exhibition at the French Aurore University, 

Shanghai in 1939 and the international reception thereof.  This is juxtaposed with Surrealist 

exhibitions in 1930s Shanghai. Finally, despite Lang Jingshan’s penchant for guohua, he was 

also a prominent photographer of the cityscape and the cosmopolitan enclaves therein. His 

treatment of modern Shanghai is hence compared with the photographic treatment of Paris 

in André Breton’s Nadja (1924). This is also supplemented by an exploration of Surrealist-

inspired photomontage of the Shanghai cityscape in modernist journals of the era. A key 

thread binding together these Surrealist resonances is the transposition of cosmopolitan 

political theory into an art form itself, the commingling of both Western and Chinese 

technical prowess much like the European Surrealists aesthetically extrapolated from 

African and Oceanic art as the thesis explored in Chapter three.  

5.2 Lang Jingshan and Western Pictorialism 

 

Importantly, one of the Surrealist features attributed to Lang Jingshan is his photographic 

experimentation. In 1934, he created ‘composite photography’ (Jijin Sheying) which Lu Huan 

(2010:127) describes in the following manner: ‘Within the field of artistic photography, he 

also created the technique of composite photography, which was dubbed the following 

‘there is painting in photography and photography in painting’ 210. Although Lang Jingshan 

amalgamates photography and painting into a single frame, parallels can readily be drawn 

with the innovations of Surrealist photomontage along with Man Ray’s rayograms, 

solarisations, and decalcomania etc. Ge and Lin (2015:153) state: ‘It could even be said that 

the thematic relation of Lang Jingshan’s oeuvre to Surrealism happens to be the same, 

especially important is the possession of unrelenting new creation and experimental 

                                                 
210 ‘在摄影艺术之中, 并创造了“集锦摄影 ”法, 被人们称为“影中有画, 画中有影’ 
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innovation’ 211.Taking this statement as a research catalyst, exploration now turns to Lang 

Jingshan’s works of composite photography created between 1934 and 1939 in detail. 

Indeed, the first ever work of composite photography by Lang Jingshan is entitled Majestic 

Solitude. Lai (2000:209) states apropos the picture, ‘the method of making this composite 

photograph was relatively easy — the combination of two images, one for the upper part of 

the picture and one for the lower part.’ Despite the relative simplicity of this technique, the 

transcultural implications are significant. Lang preserves the vertical perspective of Chinese 

Ink Painting yet imbues it with a Western three-dimensionality alien to the medium. The 

lucid nature of the superimposed tree contrasts with the mist surrounding the vague 

contours of the distant mountains. This seems somewhat reminiscent of Pictorialism. 

 

Pictorialism comprises several interstitial artists common to both movements. For example, 

Ge and Lin (2015:152) note that Lang Jingshan was also inspired by pictorialist and Symbolist 

Alfred Stieglitz (whom he photographed). In turn, Stieglitz exhibited substantial links to the 

Surrealist movement212. Ge and Lin state (2015:152): 

 

Pictorialism emanated from the west at the end of the nineteenth to the 
beginning of the twentieth century. It would become a popular style 
internationally for photographic art. This movement also enriched Lang 
Jingshan’s creative style. The doctrine stubbornly drew away from the purely 
recorded realism of photography, turning towards a declaration of photography 
as art 213.  

 

Stieglitz’s so-called ‘cloud series’ originally named Equivalents has direct iconographical 

resonances with Jingshan’s Majestic Solitude, several of which transpose the Chinese trope 

of a mist-shrouded mountain into a Western context. Indeed, the name equivalents 

suggests a cross-cultural transposition. Liu (2016:3) comments:  

 

                                                 
211 ‘郎靜山創作與超現實主義主要的關注面向與創作主題可謂不謀而合,尤其更重要的是他具備不斷創新

與實驗的精神’ 
212 Man Ray regularly visited Stieglitz’s exhibitions at the 291 Gallery in New York before he moved to Paris. 
Furthermore, the Gallery also hosted exhibitions featuring Duchamp, Picabia and Picasso. Steigitz also hosted 
an exhibition of African Art with pieces loaned by Surrealist precursor Appolinaire who originally invented the 
world ‘surreal’.  Stieglitz journal Camera Work is analysed in Chapter one.  
213 ‘源自西方，而於 19 世紀未 20 世紀初風行於國際攝影藝壇的『畫意攝影主義』也豐富了郎靜山的創

作風格。該主義被頑為將攝影抽離純粹記錄性與寫實性範疇的動力, 同時也是讓攝影走向美術性的宣.’ 
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The international Pictorialist style is noted for its soft focus and blurry 
appearance. Lang found the equivalent to this ‘blurriness’ in the mists and 
clouds of literati landscape paintings, and his landscape photos entered the 
international stage with an ‘Oriental’ blurriness familiar yet curious to a Western 
audience, Pictorialist in appearance yet also ‘Chinese’ in spirit. 

 

 The blurriness can certainly be witnessed in both photographs creating a sort of 

cosmopolitan version of the Freudian uncanny whereby an Asian artistic trope seems 

resoundingly familiar to those used in the West. In other words, Lang Jingshan’s 

photography may appear strangely familiar even to those who have no prior knowledge of 

Chinese iconography.  

Figure 5.2 Lang Jingshan Majestic Solitude, 1934, Composite Photograph, 39 x 29cm in A 

Selection of Idyllic Composite Pictures by Prof. Chin San-Long 1990 (Photographic Society of 

China: Taipei) Unpaginated 

  

Figure 5.3 Alfred Stieglitz Equivalents, 1926, Photograph, 9.2 x 12.1 cm, Phillips Collection, 

Washington DC 

 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of 
the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Whilst Jingshan had an eclectic portfolio of photography, his pictorialist landscape 

photography is what has been most recently canonised by art historians internationally (see 

Wue: 2017 and Liu: 2016).  In Shanghai at the time, a counterpart to the Western pictorialist 

movement also emerged entitled Meishu Sheying or artistic photography.  Liu (2016:2) 

states: ‘For Lang, the surviving Pictorialist salons and clubs in the West were the Mecca of 

photography, and Lang had managed to become an insider in those circles through diligent 

subscription.’ One can assume beyond reasonable doubt that an intimate knowledge of 

pictorialist circles will have led to a certain understanding of Surrealism given the groups 

close links to Alfred Stieglitz, Lang Jingshan would doubtless have subscribed to Camera 

Work, described in the first Chapter of the thesis. Indeed, during the 1930’s, Shanghai 

became the Chinese centre for several photographic societies as noted by Kent (2013). He 

also states: ‘because of intensifying upheavals in Shanghai’s social and political fabric, as 

intellectuals and activists demanded reform and as an expanding, well-educated middle 

class sought to embrace Western modernity, photography helped fuel the construction and 

dissemination of what has been termed modernity’s “cultural imaginary” in Shanghai.’  It is 

therefore imperative to emphasise the idiosyncratic status of photography and publishing 

houses in Shanghai, not only was photography a fine art but the glue that cemented 

together and documented the entire output of the avant-garde such as in periodicals and 

archives. Such an expansive network was not present in other major Chinese cities. 

 

In their monograph on Jingshan, Ge and Lin (2015:18) note that Lang Jingshan’s daughter, 

Lang Yunwen, took over the management of her fathers’ photographs and negatives 

comprising one hundred years of previously unpublished material. Photographic negatives 

of prominent pictorialists were found such as Ansel Adams, Imogen Cunningham, and Alfred 

Stieglitz along with Marcel Duchamp. The conservation of such items attests to a cross-

fertilisation between photographers both Occidental and Oriental.  Jingshan would 

photograph prominent pictorialists Ansel Adams and Imogen Cunningham in 1962 and 1956 

respectively, yet it is clear that their respective oeuvre would have influenced Jingshan long 

beforehand due to his extensive consumption of pictorialist magazines during his stay in 

Shanghai until 1937. For the first ten years of her artistic practice, Imogen Cunningham 

adopted a pictorialist mode whilst tinges of Dada and Surrealism lingered throughout. 

Whilst her work has Surrealist elements, she has never associated herself with the 
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movement. During her pictorialist period, Cunningham took myriad artistic photographers 

of botanical specimens. Naturally, such subject matter was also a staple of Chinese guohua 

assimilated by Lang Jingshan. One of the first ever photographs taken by Jingshan is that of 

bamboo which harbours many patriotic associations within Chinese symbolism.  

 

Jingshan’s Pictorialism was present in the publishing frenzy of cosmopolitan Shanghai. One 

of the most popular journals Liangyou or The Young Companion features one of Jingshan’s 

early images Bamboo leaves (1929). Imogen Cunningham’s photograph Leaf Pattern of the 

same year testifies to the divide between Pictorialism and Modernism she felt in her own 

practice which was also a tension in Republican Shanghai, two genres that Jingshan similarly 

straddled. Lorenz (2001:34) shores up Imogen Cunningham’s Surrealist elements in her 

practice stating: ‘Shades of Dada and Surrealism run through her work, and the conceptual 

dogma of pure print with which she had momentarily associated herself was, by then, a 

foregone consideration.’ Indeed, Kent (2013) states:  

 

There is a shift in Shanghai during the mid-1930s from pictures that adhere to 
the aesthetic values of Pictorialism, or a Chinese-inflected version of it, to ones 
that evidence a growing awareness of that other international movement 
exerting an impact on all the visual arts and specifically on photography—
Modernism  

 

As previously explained, the mid-1930s is when the Surrealist presence in Shanghai reaches 

its peak, approximately a decade behind its inception in France.  

 

Juxtaposing Jingshan and Cunningham’s photographs we can see that Jingshan does not 

alter the natural asymmetrical composition of a biological entity, drooping down towards 

the ground. In contrast, Cunningham’s offering is reminiscent of a microscope lens, 

analysing a sample, dissecting its salient features. The artifice of photographic filters is 

intentionally evident.  The pictorialist influence of the West certainly lasted longer in 

Shanghai than in the West. Kent (2013) states: ‘The photographic Modernism that appeared 

in Shanghai in the mid-1930s existed alongside the continuing interest in a pictorialist 

aesthetic with varying degrees of reference to the tradition of Chinese painting.’ Again, this 

can be explained by the tensions between Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism in Republican-
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era Shanghai and artists feeling torn between homage to their ancient counterparts and the 

concurrent lure of new-fangled Western techniques.  

Figure 5.4 Lang Jingshan Bamboo Leaves, 1929, photograph, dimensions unknown in Paul 

Pickowicz (2013) Liangyou: Kaleidoscopic Modernity and the Shanghai Global Metropolis 

1926-1945 (BRILL) p.65 

Figure 5.5 Imogen Cunningham Leaf Pattern, 1929, photograph, 23.5 x 18.1cm MoMA New 

York 

 

Furthermore, Shanghai’s buoyant publishing circuit included many magazines supporting 

the international pictorialist movement. The most prominent example is the 

aforementioned Liangyou. Indeed, the magazine regularly featured sections on artistic 

photography (Meishu Sheying). Butler (2012) notes: 

Chinese photographers were well-aware of Pictorialism as it was practiced in 
Europe and Japan. The Young Companion (Liangyou), one of the most popular 
pictorial magazines of the Republican Period, included regular spreads 
reproducing artistic photography produced and displayed in Shanghai. 

 
Many of 

these, especially from the late 1920’s and early 1930’s, are landscapes and 
nature images that indicate their makers were aware of Euro-American 
pictorialist aesthetic.   

As Butler notes, pictorialist photography often chose ‘landscape and nature images’ as their 

subject matter. This is particularly apparent in a dichotomous pairing of images by Lang 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the 
thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Jingshan in Liangyou magazine (1931), entitled Noise and Tranquility. Indeed, Jingshan 

faithfully attested to the rapid industrialisation of which cosmopolitan Shanghai was a bi-

product, billowing smoke emanating from chimneys. This is contrasted with a rural idyll, in a 

scene not unlike those represented in Chinese Ink Painting. One could argue that here that 

Cosmopolitanism is contrasted with a nostalgic vision of a China untouched by Western 

influence which typifies a potent divide in Lang Jingshan’s own photographic predilictions, 

torn between western modernity and the Chinese pastoral.  

Figure 5.6 Lang Jingshan Noise, 1931, photograph, dimensions unknown in Liangyou Huabao 

(The Young Companion) Issue 63 Unpaginated 

Figure 5.7 Lang Jingshan Tranquility, 1931, photograph, dimensions unknown in Liangyou 

Huabao (The Young Companion) Issue 63 Unpaginated 

5.3 Lang Jingshan and the Surrealist Reconciliation of Dream and Reality 

Another key Surrealist trait of Lang Jingshan’s photography is the commingling of dream and 

reality which is a core tenet of Breton’s 1924 Surrealist Manifesto. Here, Breton states: ‘I 

believe in the future resolution of these two states, dream, and reality, which are seemingly 

so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality, if one may so speak.’  (Trans. 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of 
the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Seaver and Lane: 1979:14). Indeed, Ge and Lin (2015:153) confer these traits upon the work 

of Lang Jingshan explaining:  

 

Lang Jingshan’s Surrealist techniques amalgamate Eastern and Western artistic 
conceptions, they break the boundaries of reality and fantasy, migrating 
between painting and photography, he cleverly blends flat and three-
dimensional objects. He also relentlessly tests the limits of photographic 
expression and characteristics214. 

 

It is therefore instructive to contrast pictorially the dreamscape of Jingshan with those of 

other Surrealist photographers to demonstrate their iconographic similarities. Particular 

resonances can be found with the photography of Brassaï in terms of their innovative use of 

light to create a metaphysical, otherworldly atmosphere. In Riverside Spring (1934), 

Jingshan eliminates superfluous detail to create a translucent space of heavenly clarity as 

opposed to negative space, the photographic details of the single human soul transporting 

water and the flowering tree appear like a stencil, almost floating in the light-strewn 

atmosphere surrounding them, completely overturning a realistic sense of artistic 

perspective.  Although concentrating on the cityscape, the photography of Brassaï also 

conveyed a dream-like quality. His treatment of the tree is remarkably similar to Jingshan, it 

is also placed in the foreground, foreshortening the city-backdrop into an electronically-lit 

blurriness removed from reality. Although the work is purportedly of the Pont Neuf Bridge, 

the structure acquires a floating quality similar to that of Lang Jingshan’s natural ridge.  

 

 

 

                                                 
214 郎靜山的超現實表現手法融合了東西方的意境, 打破了現實與幻想的界域, 遊走於繪畫與攝影之間，

巧妙地集錦平面與立體的物件。他也不斷測試攝影表現的可能性與特質 



 

 273 

Figure 5.8 Lang Jingshan Riverside Spring, 1934, Composite Photograph, 35.5 x 27.3 cm in A 

Selection of Idyllic Composite Pictures by Prof. Chin San-Long 1990 (Photographic Society of 

China: Taipei) Unpaginated 

Figure 5.9 Brassaï Pont Neuf 1934, photograph, 29.9cm x 21.6cm, Huxley Parlour 
Gallery London 

Chow (2009:130) notes: 

In the 1930s and 1940s there was a great deal of translation of Freudian texts 
and terminology in China. The Shanghai modernists were one group particularly 
fascinated by the unconscious, the subjectivity of perception, fantasy and in 
some cases, what could be considered in Freudian terms, sexual perversion. 

The individualism of Freudian psychoanalysis appealed to the May Fourth movement who 

rebelled against the Confucian collective tradition anchored in Qing dynasty China. Scharff 

states that in fact, Freudian thought entered the Chinese intellectual landscape very early 

starting with a translation of ‘The Study of Dream’ by Zhixiu Qian in 1914’ (2014:157). In the 

cultural realm, it was the domain of literature that most avidly devoured Freud such as short 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can 
be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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story writer Shi Zhecun who has also been related to the Surrealist movement215. However, 

as a result of the creative social milieu of the Shanghai cityscape, ideas were readily 

transmitted beyond disciplinary boundaries. Notably, Lang Jingshan counted amongst his 

literary friends, names such as Shao Xunmei who had studied at Cambridge. Xunmei 

described himself as having ‘the nose of Freud’ perhaps in an allusion to synaesthesia 

(Bevan: 2016: 84). Jingshan would take photographs of Xunmei and his wife for the 

periodical Shanghai Manhua. Jingshan also conserved a photograph of Marcel Duchamp in 

his personal archives, who was arguably one of the Surrealists’ most readily in dialogue with 

Freudian psychoanalysis. Whilst there remains much more tangible evidence for a direct 

engagement with Surrealism than Freudian psychoanalysis strictu sensu, it is likely that 

Jingshan would have had a basic understanding of Freudian principles through both the 

Freudian presence in Shanghai modernist literary circles and through his understanding of 

Surrealism. Moreover, previously cited explanations of Surrealism in Shanghainese journals 

all mention the influence of Freud upon the movement.  

A particularly Freudian artistic convergence can be made between Lang Jingshan’s 

androgynous photo for Modern Miscellany (Shidai Huabao) a Shanghai-based periodical and 

a work of one of his inspirational sources, Marcel Duchamp’s alter-ego Rrose Selavy, 

photographed by Man Ray. The title in Chinese Yaotiao Shunan (1933) can be literally 

translated as ‘graceful man.’  Modern Miscellany was one of the many Journal’s Lang 

Jingshan photographed for during his early career based in Shanghai. The journal clearly 

promotes androgyny as a cultural phenomenon, the model is nonchalant, autonomous and 

self-assured. The botanical background offers an idiosyncratically Chinese setting amidst 

otherwise Western attire, whilst the braces seem to suggest a professional career and the 

cigarette a high salary. Indeed, regarding the figure of the so-called ‘Modern Girl’ in 

Shanghai, Dong (2008:195) states: 

 

Major changes in Republican Era Chinese Social practices – such as the 
establishment of the nuclear family as the norm; young men and women 
receiving education or joining the workforce in integrated public spaces away 
from their parent’s homes; and the emergence of an urban culture targeting the 

                                                 
215For an in-depth analysis of Shi Zhecun in relation to Surrealism see William Schaefer (2017) Shadow 
Modernism: photography, writing and space in Shanghai 1925-1937 Durham: Duke University Press . Schaefer 
comments that Surrealist Eugene Jolas approached Shi Zhecun to adhere to the movement.  
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young -opened up space for single young women to play new roles in society. 
These public roles for women involved unprecedented visibility and shifts in 
representation, including Modern Girl fashions, attitudes, and images. 

 

Indeed, within avant-garde circles, androgyny and even cross-dressing were accepted facets 

of performing gender in Shanghai during the 1930s. Notwithstanding Luo (2008) notes 

‘Female cross-dressing is hardly a Western importation into modern China. There has been 

a long history of female cross-dressing in premodern Chinese literary tradition, Mulan being 

the most popular figure, who has been marketed by the Disney movie bearing her name.’ 

Indeed, Luo (2008) also alludes to the contemporaneous figure of Tian Han who ‘was a 

multi-faceted male figure… a playful cross-dressing modern girl in Tokyo in the early 1920s, 

to the emergence of a powerful femme fatale on the silver screen in Shanghai in the late 

1920s.’ Indeed, for Duchamp androgyny was a performative trope, to manifest everything 

that could be considered ‘other.’ The pose is also reminiscent of the performativity of 

Claude Cahun’s androgynous photography, explored in Chapter one.  It is therefore vital to 

consider androgyny as a mutual tenet of modernity across Western and non-Western 

cultures.  

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where 
material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the 
thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Figure 5.10 Lang Jingshan Yaotiao Shunan (Modern Miscellany), 1933, photograph, 

dimensions unknown in Ge, Siming, Lin, Mingmei. (2015) Ming Jia. Ming Liu. Ming Shi: Lang 

Jing Shan Shi Shi Nian Zhou Nian Ji Nian Wen Ji. p. 212 

Figure 5.11 Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray Rrose Selavy, 1921, Photograph retouched by 

Marcel Duchamp, 13.8 x 9.9 cm Smithsonian Donald W Reynolds Centre, Washington.  

 

It is also pertinent to consider European Surrealists’ impressions of China and how this Far-

Eastern land enabled related works to reconcile the Surrealist principles of dream and 

reality. Danzker (2004:64) writes: ‘It is often assumed that Chinese Cosmopolitanism in the 

1930s and even today is “asymmetrical”, in other words, that the fascination of Chinese 

intellectuals and artists for the West is not reciprocated.’ Whilst it is certainly true that the 

Chinese avant-garde took more of an interest in Surrealism than vice versa, there are 

several examples of Chinese influence manifest in Euro-American Surrealist art.  In 1926, 

Hannah Hoch created the photomontage Chinese girl with Fan. A ripped photograph of a 

young Chinese girl is surrounded by torn magazine cut-outs of traditional fans which are 

broken and fractured. Given that Chinese culture is reduced to a stereotypical synecdoche, 

it would appear that Hoch is critiquing Western reductive notions of non-Western culture 

and the binaries inherent in such thinking. The amalgamation of reproduced images mirrors 

the psychological process of cultural construction. The red background emphasises the 

Chinese colour symbolising luck which renders the entire piece a montage demonstrating 

the limitations of Western knowledge about China which remains chimerical for the 

uninformed.  

 

Conversely, Surrealist photographer Eli Lotar renders Chinese art through a quasi-

ethnographic prism. He shot a series of photographs for the collector David David-Weill 

circa 1930. The photographs were taken at the residence of Charles Vignier, a Symbolist 

poet turned Asian art dealer who passed away not long after this photo-shoot in 1934. 

Skorupski (1996:102) notes that Vignier was ‘a key figure in introducing early Chinese art to 

the avant-garde.’ Lotar took a series of eleven photographs depicting ancient Chinese 

statuettes. The choice of subject matter profoundly resonates with Craig Clunas’s assertion 

that: ‘Ancient China was a real presence in the cultural life of Europe, but a China striving to 



 

 277 

speak for itself was nowhere’ (1989:105). Notwithstanding, perhaps the Surrealists are 

creating a palimpsest-like vision of Chinese art history, anchoring the ancient in a modernist 

representation.  Lotar’s unconventional use of lighting appears as a more controlled version 

of Man Ray’s solarisations. Shot from a 45-degree diagonal angle, the piece is already 

subversive of the ethnographic imperative for the objective gaze of either a side angle or 

front-on perspective. Furthermore, a spectral shadow of white lingers in the background, 

implying a sort of afterlife for both the object and photograph. Indeed, Weill was granted 

two important roles: president of the Council of French national museums followed by vice 

president of the ‘Friends of the Louvre’, once again typifying Surrealism’s entangled 

relationship with officialdom and the collection of non-European artworks as noted through 

its erstwhile relations with the Trocadéro in Chapter two.  

Figure 5.12 Hannah Hoch, Chinese Girl with Fan, 1926, Photomontage, 27.9 x 20.3cm in The 

Photomontages of Hannah Hoch (1997) eds. Maria Makela and Peter Boswell. (Minneapolis: 

Walker Arts Centre) p.91 

Figure 5.13 Eli Lotar Statuettes Chinoises faites chez Vignier pour David Weill, 1930, 

Photograph, 9.5 x 6cm, Centre Pompidou, Paris 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages 
where material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The 
unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry 
University
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Another striking Surrealist link to China can be made via Surrealist photographer Roger 

Parry (a pupil of Maurice Tabard) and André Malraux.  Parry created a photomontage of 

Shanghai to serve as a poster advertising Malraux’s Shanghai-based novel La Condition 

Humaine (1933). Of course, the photomontage remained a core Surrealist strategy of 

political subversion having been originally used by Dada and socialist realism for this 

purpose. Malraux’s novel charts the failed communist coup in Shanghai that resulted in the 

Republican era analysed in this Chapter. Malraux is perhaps best known for his tenure as 

French minister for cultural affairs from 1959-1969 despite his communist affinities. Indeed, 

he stated he wrote the novel: ‘To support the fight of the Chinese communists with whom 

he was highly sympathetic’ (Dye: 2016:45) 216. Given the Shanghai massacre perpetrated by 

nationalist General Tchang-Kai-Shek in the novel, Malraux is highly critical of the French 

colonial government who continue to operate the French concession in Shanghai. Although 

not a fellow traveller of the Surrealists, Malraux is cited by André Breton in his manifesto, 

The Political Position of Surrealism (1935). In 1924, Breton also signs a letter entitled ‘For 

André Malraux’ protesting against his imprisonment in Saigon for having illegally acquired 

artefacts. Several different versions of Parry’s photomontage were made. The left-hand 

version appears to show the hustle and bustle of Shanghai amidst street protests and 

soldiers pulled along by horse and cart. Conversely, the right-hand version depicts the brutal 

reality of the 12th April massacre with stark images of piled-up dead bodies and haggard 

expressions of survivors. In short, a photographic China formed a far greater part of the 

Surrealist imaginary than critical reception has given credit for in a similar way that Lang 

Jingshan’s Surrealist attributes have been scarcely acknowledged.  

                                                 
216 ‘Pour soutenir la lutte des communistes chinoises (qui avaient) toute sa sympathie.’ 
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Figure 5.14: Roger Parry Projets d’Affiches de librarie pour La Condition Humaine d’André 

Malraux, 1933, Photomontage, 32.7 x 24.8cm, Coll. C. Boqueret, Paris  

5.4 Lang Jingshan and Man Ray 

According to Ge and Lin (2015), Lang Jingshan and May Ray met in Paris in 1960 and again in 

1974. Indeed, Man Ray’s influence on Lang Jingshan began in the late 1920’s to the early 

1930’s which becomes apparent through iconographical comparisons of their respective 

works, coupled with awareness of Man Ray and Surrealism in Republican Shanghai at the 

time via periodicals. With regards to archival evidence of meeting Man Ray, Ge and Lin 

(2015:264) state in detail: 

A few documents regarding Man Ray and Lang Jingshan have been discovered in 
archival records and documents. In 1960 Lang Jingshan attends an international 
photography conference in Paris. At this time, an old Lang Jingshan interrogates 
the archives of France’s National Library regarding Man Ray’s seventy different 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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exhibitions. Within Lang’s archives, a portrait of Man Ray was also discovered, 
amongst his old documents Man Ray’s business card was also found 217 

Figure 5.15 Man Ray Signed album ‘For Chin-San Long, compliments of Man Ray’, 1974, 

Photograph, dimensions unknown in Ge, Siming, Lin, Mingmei. (2015) Ming Jia. Ming Liu. 

Ming Shi: Lang Jing Shan Shi Shi Nian Zhou Nian Ji Nian Wen Ji. p. 267 

In 1974, Man Ray writes to Lang Jingshan from Paris: ‘I paint what cannot be photographed. 

I photograph what cannot be painted.’ (Figure 5.15). Ostensibly then, Man Ray’s 

photographic philosophy is polarised from the pictorialist school who also held Surrealist 

associations, showing that Lang Jingshan’s Western sources were highly eclectic in and of 

themselves. Furthermore, on a technical level, Lang Jingshan produces a photograph in 1930 

which appears mimetic of Man Ray’s solarisation process, invented the very same year. 

Whilst the modernist networks of printed materials were certainly facilitating rapid 

iconographic transfers, they were not as instantaneous as the internet-based world of 

today. Therefore, it could well be that Jingshan in fact anticipated Man Ray’s chance 

invention, although the aesthetic effect differs slightly. Indeed, Danzker (2004:64) stresses 

the emphasis Chinese modernists placed upon the discovery of new techniques: 

                                                 
217 被典藏在美術館,曼雷與郎靜山之間則應該有更多的內在聯繫，從影像檔案和文獻發現 郎靜山在 1960

年前往巴黎參加國際攝影會議，滯法期間郎老参灌了在法國國家圖書館舉行的曼雷七十回展.郎老的影

像檔案中也發一幀曼雷的美術肖像,遺物文件中也發現有一張曼雷的名片 
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‘experimentation by Chinese artists in the 1920s and 1930s, in China and abroad, within 

both foreign and indigenous traditions, can also be described as a ‘resolute search for new 

techniques’. In this regard, their efforts resemble those of Euro-American artists who turn 

to non-Western cultures as a source of inspiration, new formal languages and above all new 

techniques which they then modulate for their own needs in order to reform and revitalise 

their own cultural traditions. Man Ray also would look to non-Western cultures to produce 

a cosmopolitan dialectic in his own photography as the next comparison shows. However, 

first, it is necessary to dissect Jingshan’s 1930 photograph River Snow which bears the 

hallmarks of solarisation. Jingshan took two versions of the same scene, the left-hand side 

photograph is inverted in the same style as Man Ray which lends credence to this argument 

for a cosmopolitan practice. The colour inversion creates an almost spectral-like 

atmosphere of a way of life under threat whilst the non-solarised version creates a 

metaphysical element of floating due to the two-dimensional perspective adapted from 

Chinese national painting.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.16 Lang Jingshan River Snow, 1930, photograph, dimensions unknown in Shanghai 

Modern (2004) eds Danzker, J.Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz p.168 
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Counter to modernised versions of Chinese rurality, the trope of the nude or sexualised 

women coupled with an artefact is common to both photographers. In 1928, Lang was the 

first person in China to photograph a nude female which incited substantial controversy at 

the time. In her pioneering work on nudes in Shanghainese pictorials, Waara (2007:192) 

states:  

 

Patriarchal Chinese culture also fetishized the female body and, as in the West, 
presumed the dominant spectatorship of men, which is associated with 
sexuality, voyeurism, and power. The power of the male gaze here derives in 
part from the fact that the subjects of nude representations are passively 
arranged specifically for the viewer’s pleasure. The female nude is exhibited, 
while the viewer— the voyeur— is hidden from view, protected from 
surveillance, and free to investigate the image at will. This kind of commanding 
gaze is illustrated most artfully in photographs of female nudes by Lang 
Jingshan. 

 

 In Nirvanesque (1930s), a nude woman is holding a statue of a Buddha’s head with her legs 

crossed in a lotus meditative position, immersed introspectively in her own thoughts. The 

statue is cupped by her breasts and the lighting created a cloud-like, floating background, 

symbolising that the state of Nirvana, a state of untrammelled happiness has been reached. 

In this case, a sense of reciprocal happiness is attained by both the photographed entity and 

the viewer and the women introspectively glances downwards. Perhaps Waara’s 

commentary on Lang Jingshan could be slightly nuanced, whilst a dominant spectatorship 

persists outside the camera lens, the woman is presented as having found emancipation 

from the drudgeries of daily life. Yet Man Ray’s nude photographs are also catalysts for the 

pleasure of the viewer, indeed Waara uses Western feminist theory as a prism through 

which to view Chinese nude models. In the 1927 photograph, Simone Kahn with Vanuatu 

Male Figure, Kahn directly confronts the camera lens whilst the artefact looms over Kahn 

with a clearly crafted phallus whose positioning could be viewed as a cipher for intercourse. 

The painting in the background betrays an art gallery context, therefore allusion to 

performance and the complicity of the model could ensue. Here, the spirituality of the 

artefact Kahn is photographed with is essentialised. Conversely, Lang Jingshan’s chosen 

background is the celestial realm, the state of Nirvana in Buddhist terms resembling a 

heaven on earth. Sexuality is therefore somewhat attenuated by the sense of meditation of 

the model.   
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Figure 5.17 Lang Jingshan Nirvanesque, 1930s, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Exhibition of pictorial photography by Chin-San Long: to commemorate the centenary of 

Daguère (1939) (Smithsonian: Washington) Plate 86. 

Figure 5.18 Man Ray Simone Kahn with Vanuatu Male Figure, 1927, photograph, 30.1 x 

21cm Centre Pompidou Paris 

It is not well known that in 1930 Man Ray shot two series of photographs featuring Chinese-

American actress Anna May Wong who would famously sign her signature with the catch-

phrase ‘Orientally yours.’ In all photographs she is fully clothed, sporting a Western-

inflected version of the traditional Chinese dress named qipao. In one sitting, her hair is fully 

coiffed and boyish whilst in the other, a feminine approach is adopted in a more dishevelled 

style. The boyish look seems reminiscent of the Shanghai ‘Modern Girl’ or the western ‘New 

Woman’. In terms of the Shanghainese context, Edwards cites a 1918 journal called New 

Youth that first introduces the term ‘New Woman.’  Edwards translates the original author 

Hu Shi: 

"New Woman" is a new word, and it designates a new kind of woman [xin pai de 
funi], who is extremely intense in her speech, who tends towards the extreme in 
her actions, who doesn't believe in religion or adhere to rules of conduct [lifa], 
yet who is an extremely good thinker and has extremely high morals. Of course, 
amongst them, there are plenty of fake "new women." Their words don't match 
their intentions: what they do is completely at odds with what they say.  
(Translation Edwards: 2000:124) 
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The outcome of two opposing photographs during Man Ray’s sitting seems to evoke 

‘otherness’ in terms of sexuality and gender, rather than race or culture. On this issue, 

Schmid (2014:12) notes:  

The emasculation of women was also an issue in China. A year before the outbreak of the 

Revolution, a Chinese woman’s newspaper, Beijing nübao, lamented that women were 

imitating men in everything—in their clothes, hats, shoes, hairstyles, spectacles and 

cigarette smoking.’ Moreover, the ‘New Women’ was a global phenomenon218. 

However, one can conjecture that the transnational stardom of Wong would have 

prevented her from partaking in avant-garde predilections towards nudity, especially given 

the plethora of diverse connotations nudity has in different cultural contexts. 

Indeed, Wong’s facial expression is pensive, reminiscent of Jingshan’s Nirvanesque. This 

pensiveness chimes with Lang Jingshan’s other nude photographs.  None of Lang’s nudes 

directly face the camera which is something that Wong also evades. Again, this attenuates 

any gestures towards performativity which are present in Man Ray’s photography of nude 

Western models.  The pensive nature of Wong is also indicative of her intellectual 

disposition. Indeed, in 1928 she met with Walter Benjamin. Shirley (2012) notes though that 

‘Wong’s writings… have yet to receive serious scholarly attention’ whilst interrogating this 

‘complex blend of Wong’s American modernity, Chinese heritage, and fashionable European 

sensibility.’  Here, Man Ray is resolutely photographing an autonomous film actress, not an 

artist’s muse. Cosmopolitanism becomes officialised and censored through a worldwide 

demand for mainstream propriety. Notwithstanding, Man Ray does capture the hybridity of 

Wong’s identity without resorting to exoticism or tropes of Orientalism as Benjamin has 

recourse to during their meeting. According to Shirley (2012), he did not address her as 

Anna, the name ostensibly sounding too Western. He states ‘May Wong- the name 

resonates with colour around the edges, it is sharp and light like the tiny specks that open 

into scentless full-moon blossoms in a cup of tea.’ (Shirley: 2012) Nevertheless, Man Ray 

                                                 
218 For a compilation of case studies on the ‘New Woman’ globally see Weinbaum et al (2008) The Modern Girl 
around the World Duke University Press.  
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couches Wong as an intellectual with transnational mobility characterised by her 

fashionable Chinese attire, European hairstyle and pensive demeanour.  

Figure 5.19 Man Ray Anna May Wong, 1930, Photograph, 12 x 9cm Centre Pompidou Paris 

Figure 5.20 Man Ray Anna May Wong, 1930, Photograph, 10.6 x 8cm Centre Pompidou Paris 

Returning now to Lang Jingshan’s opus, a striking difference between his photography and 

that of Man Ray is a deliberate occultation of the gaze. The models not only turn away but 

seem to disdain the very presence of the camera lens as an unwanted intrusion into their 

private realm of existence. A prime example of this is a 1932 photograph entitled Through 

the Leaf Pattern. Jingshan superimposes a diaphanous leaf membrane with its natural 

patterning of sinews and ridges framing the nude body of Lang’s model.  The leaf seems to 

reference Christian biblical imagery of modesty after the fall of Adam and Eve and the onset 

of shame. By rendering the leaf transparent, Jingshan transgresses the public, private realm 

and the sense of shame by revealing the sequestered universe of the female subject. She 

appears to be styling her hair with one hand resting on an urn, a highly subversive, quasi-

necrophiliac gesture. The urn in Buddhist culture though was synonymous with funereal 

rituals and would contain the ashes of a loved one. One could argue Jingshan uses syncretic 

religious imagery to create a memento mori and an ecumenical passage from life to death 
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from the early realisation of shame to our inevitable demise. This sort of dialectical 

placement of nude and object is used throughout Man Ray’s photographic corpus. Like 

Jingshan, Ray also used Buddhist sculpture which has so far foregone analysis. In 1928 Man 

Ray photographed ‘Grand reporteur’ Elizabeth Sauvy-Tisseyre known at Titanya219. Between 

1925 and 1939 Titanya documented her exotic travels throughout the world, including 

China. In 1932, she made a documentary film entitled Promenade en Chine with a camera 

hidden from the authorities. She is photographed by Man Ray with the head of a Buddha 

from Angkor Wat temple in Cambodia.  The head was stolen from the site by Titanya and is 

also fetished by Man Ray wearing her pilot’s helmet in a reductive, ludic intimation to 

secularise the artefact.  Both Ray and Jingshan transgress the sacrosanctity of religious ritual 

playing with symbolism and iconography to render such potent imagery profane in their 

juxtapositions of women and object. Nevertheless, the commingling of different religious 

symbols entails a cosmopolitan transcendence of national boundaries. The Buddha’s head in 

a pilot’s helmet could also represent a personal engagement with religion. Indeed, in other 

works, such as the Oceanic artefacts mentioned in chapter three, Man Ray is deferential to 

non-Western religious tropes.  

                                                 
219 Despite being photographed by Man Ray, who was of Jewish heritage, Titayna collaborates with German 
forces during the Second World War and wrote anti-semitic articles. For a biography of Titayna see 
Heimermann, B. (2011) Titayna, L’Aventurière des Années Folles. Paris: Flammarion.  
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Figure 5.21 Lang Jingshan Through the Leaf Pattern, 1932, photograph, dimensions 

unknown in Edwin Lai (2000) The Life and Art photography of Lang Jingshan (Hong Kong: 

thesis/dissertation) p.497 

Figure 5.22 Man Ray Titaÿna et la tête du Bouddha d'Angkor, 1928, Photograph, 11.1 x 

8.2cm Centre Pompidou Paris 

It becomes abundantly clear that Lang Jingshan drew heavily upon Man Ray’s experimental 

techniques and iconographic tropes but retained the idiosyncracies of Chinese culture. 

Another remarkable similarity resides both photographer’s respective writings apropos the 

status of photography itself, replete with cosmopolitan sentiments. Their cultural attitudes 

though differed somewhat. In his Minotaure article ‘L’Age de la Lumière’ (1933) Man Ray 

states, ‘Race and class, like fashion, lose their significance whilst individual emotion assumes 

universal importance’ (Mundy: 2017:188). Jingshan states in his article for the Journal of the 

Royal Photographic Society, ‘Composite Pictures and Chinese art’ (1942:30) ‘Art is 

communication. But to a Chinese artist, it is more than communication, it is a collaboration 

between the imaginations and experiences of the artist and the man who enjoys it.’ The 

imperative of individual expression and interpretation distances both artists from dogmatic 

readings of their artwork and emphasises the subjective nature of the photographic lens. 

Specifically, regarding the nude, Man Ray states: ‘The nude is always in fashion’ (Mundy: 

2017:365), granting the subject a sense of atemporality. He doesn’t abide by any strict rules 

or regulations. In stark contrast, Waara (2007:192) cites Lang Jingshan’s attitude towards 

nudes in his ‘Talk on the History of photography: ‘According to Lang, the “rules” for 

photographing nudes differed among some countries, but the focus was not supposed to be 

on a woman’s crotch, nor should the subject’s attitude be libidinous.’ Whilst Man Ray views 

the nude as a universal, atemporal phenomenon, for Lang the nude is bound by social 

context and tradition. Indeed, since Lang’s models do not face the camera, the libidinous 

aspect of these photographs is attenuated somewhat, although a sense of transgression is 

undeniably present.  

 

In 1928, Jingshan produced the first ever nude photograph entitled Appreciate, indeed the 

title alone connotes the figure features solely as art. Notwithstanding, this daring gesture 

faced a substantial backlash from the more conservative elements in Shanghai. Indeed, 
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according to a newspaper article by Zhang (2013), the model depicted in the photograph 

‘suffered brutal kicks and blows from her father who heard it four days later, as nude 

modeling at that time was regarded as shameful.’ Hence, it is clear that the nude as form 

infiltrated Shanghai from the West, rather than having ancient origins in Chinese culture.  

 

 

Figure 5.23 Man Ray Tête de Bouddha d'Angkor volée par Titayna, 1928, Photograph, 12 x 

9cm, Centre Pompidou Paris.  

Figure 5.24 Lang Jingshan Appreciate, 1928, Photograph, 25.6 x 39.4cm in A Selection of 

Idyllic Composite Pictures by Prof. Chin San-Long 1990 (Photographic Society of China: 

Taipei) Unpaginated  

 

It appears that the initial outcry at Lang Jingshan’s 1928 photograph Appreciate, is 

something that he would later parody in his corpus of nudes during the 1930s. In 1935, Lang 

Jingshan publishes a nude in the pictorial magazine 美术生活 (Arts and Life). The Chinese 

title of this photograph is simply 人体 or Human Figure. However, the English caption is 

translated as Shameful.  As such, it appears that Lang Jingshan is creating a ludic contrast of 

differing cultural preconceptions. The model is completely concealing her face, rendering 
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herself wholly anonymous. She is shrouded in a dark shade; the contours of her body are 

interrupted in a gesture of self-protection, her other hand wrapped around her waist. Such 

a pose would be anathema to the Western ideal of nudity as emancipation and beauty. 

Hence, Jingshan is informing the Western viewer of the Shanghainese social context whilst 

encouraging the Shanghainese viewer to merely consider the photograph a normative 

rendering of the human body. However, he publishes another photograph in Arts and Life, 

also in 1935 entitled 回到自然 (Back to Nature), a faithful and literal translation in this 

instance. The photograph depicts two nude women sojourning beside a tree, in a bucolic 

setting. Dishevelled hair adds to the naturalistic pose Jingshan wishes to capture, ostensibly 

eschewing Man Ray’s predilection for performativity.  

Figure 5.25 Lang Jingshan Back to Nature, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Meishu Shenghuo (Arts and Life) 1935 Issue 10 Unpaginated. 

Figure 5.26 Lang Jingshan (1935) Shameful, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Meishu Shenghuo (Arts and Life) 1935 Issue 18 Unpaginated. 
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Indeed, a proliferation of nudes in Shanghai-based pictorials and advertisements occurred 

during the 1930s220.  Perhaps in order to counter the negative reaction to his nude 

photography, Lang Jingshan creates an idiosyncratic piece of a Western man closely 

analysing a Western painting of two nude women also entitled Appreciate, hinting strongly 

that China should follow the liberal lead of their Western counterparts.  It is important to 

note that the modernist movement in Shanghai had different political parameters to that of 

the West which, by proxy, impacted upon visual representation.  Shih (2001:49) states: ‘This 

modern time was perceived as the property of the West and Westernized Japan, but 

nonetheless universally available to those behind in the trajectory who wanted to catch up.’ 

Conservative attitudes towards the nude even within modernist circles is a prime example 

of Jingshan representing the past of the West embodying L.P. Hartley’s seminal assertion 

that ‘The past is another country.’  His nudes are perhaps more synchronous with the 

tentative nudes produced by with fin-de-siècle pictorialist and Symbolist photography but 

nevertheless appear to use the same compositional techniques and photographic 

innovations of such Surrealist photograpers as Man Ray.  

5.5 Lang Jingshan and Surrealist Exhibitions in Shanghai 

In 1939, just before the outbreak of The Second World War, Lang Jingshan exhibited a 

monographic retrospective of his work. The exhibition was sponsored by Aurore University, 

a French-language Catholic school located in the country’s French concession. According to 

the North China Herald (1939:279), the exhibition ‘attracted a large crowd of foreign and 

Chinese visitors.’ Moreover, Lang Jingshan’s preface in the accompanying catalogue 

expresses unambiguous cosmopolitan sentiments. Jingshan (Aurore University: 1939: 

unpaginated) states:  

In recent years many international photographic exhibitions have been held in 
various cities of the World, with thousands of entrants whose work lie side by 
side without any limitation as to race, creed, or standing- -a spirit of 
Cosmopolitanism happily prevailing in art. Not only is photography a fine art, it is 
also making advancement in other fields such as that of promoting culture in 
society, and of improvements in the medical and industrial science--in all of 

                                                 
220 For detailed analysis of nudes in Shanghai pictorials see Liying Sun (2014) Body Un/Dis-covered: Luoti, 
Editorial Agency and Transcultural Production in Chinese Pictorials (1925-1933), Phd Dissertation, University of 
Heidelberg 
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which and in other fields no less beneficial, remarkable achievements have been 
made. 

 

For Lang, the cosmopolitan elements of photography lie in transcultural exhibitions, 

knowledge exchange, and scientific advancement. Indeed, many of the works exhibited in 

the exhibition can be read alongside cosmopolitan theory. Ironically, the images that incited 

the most critical attention are the ones that are most ‘Chinese’. Indeed, the Western 

commentators who wrote for the catalogue seem to pick out the photographs that most 

mirror the tenets of guohua. Jingshan spread his Chinese iconography internationally 

through the medium of exhibition and salon entries. Indeed, Lang Jingshan even set up a 

small society with two other friends named Sanyou Yinghui which roughly translates as 

‘Photography Society of Three Friends.’ The society bore the explicit aim of exhibiting their 

Chinese photography in international salons in order to dispel outmoded myths about 

Chinese culture. Gang Cheng (2012:103) quotes Lang Jingshan stating apropos the society: 

‘My purpose is to disseminate Chinese landscapes in order to correct the erroneous 

concepts foreigners have towards Chinese society’ 221. Hence, Jingshan by proxy assumes 

the form of a cultural diplomat.  

The choice of works present is in itself illuminating. Ms. Emily Han comments apropos An 

Old Pavilion: 

This beautiful photograph, reminiscent of some painting of the Sung Dynasty, 
was made by Ching-san Long at Huang-shan (Yellow Mountain) in Ahwei. Many 
photographers who have hitherto attempted to reproduce scenes of the Yellow 
Mountains have failed to capture the true spirit of the place and it was thought 
that the reason for these failures lay in the fact that Huang-shan is so completely 
ancient in every aspect that no modern invention like the camera was fitting to 
express its spirit. 

 Whilst being open to Western photographic techniques, Lang perfectly captures an ancient 

Chinese monument.  Lang Jingshan’s penchant for Huang Shan (The Yellow Mountain) was 

also felt amongst Shanghai modernist circles. According to Gang Cheng in his biography of 

Lang Jingshan (2012:83) with government backing Lang Jingshan immediately creates, ‘A 

Photography and Painting Exhibition of the Yellow Mountain’… The Location is the Shanghai 
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YMCA building’ 222. Indeed, Cheng even ventures to suggest that Lang Jingshan’s 

photography of the yellow mountain was used as a form of ‘软实力’ [Soft Power] (83). J 

Hernault (Aurore University: 1939: unpaginated) advocates for Through the Mist about 

which he comments: ‘Through the mist gives the impression of an authentic Chinese 

painting, whilst the mountains fade away, we still feel in the presence of a photograph’ 223. 

Both photographs modernise traditional Chinese painting in order to incorporate Western 

realism through the photograph’s indexical relation to the real. In the case of Through the 

Mist, the catalogue states the location it was taken in is ‘the west Hill park of Wanhsien, on 

the right bank of the Yangtze.’ (Aurore University: 1939: unpaginated) This was a solo 

endeavour by Jingshan and not part of a sponsored government project.  Conversely, in Old 

Pavilion, Lang Jingshan uses composite photography in order to remove imperfections from 

the scenery creating a crisp perspectival distinction between foreground and background as 

part of his government commission. The contours of the pavilion are highly defined in 

relation to the mist which somewhat unnaturally does not obscure the view. In stark 

contrast, Through the Mist is a more delicate portrayal. The mist infiltrates the 

photographed canvas commingling with the sun’s rays to engulf the panorama of mountains 

and plant life. Here, we witness a photographer torn between individual and collective 

iterations of artistic expression.  

 

 

                                                 
222 ‘一次黄山书画摄影展。。。地点也一并确定在上海基督教青年会大楼’ 
223 "Through the mist" par exemple donne l'impression d'une vérible peinture chinoise tant les reliefs sont 
estompés et cependant l'on se sent toujours en présence d'une photographie. A mon avis ce numéro est un 
véritable chef d'oeuvre où se manifeste l'artiste et le technicien de grande classe.’ 
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Figure 5.27 Lang Jingshan Through the Mist, 1930s, composite photograph, 61 x 42.6cm in 

(1939) Exhibition of pictorial photography by Chin-San Long: to commemorate the centenary 

of Daguère (Smithsonian: Washington) Unpaginated 

Figure 5.28  Lang Jingshan Old Pavilion, 1930s ,composite photograph, 41 x 61cm in A 

Selection of Idyllic Composite Pictures by Prof. Chin San-Long 1990 (Photographic Society of 

China: Taipei) Unpaginated 

The catalogue unambiguously recognises the Western origins of photography. Indeed, the 

exhibition is timed to ‘commemorate the centenary of Daguerre.’ Jingshan takes his place 

amidst a predominantly Western lineage given that: ‘just over 100 years ago, Daguerre, 

Niepce, and Talbot published for the first time their photographic inventions independently’ 

(Aurore University: 1939: unpaginated). Consequently, in terms of technique and media 

Jingshan is considered to have extrapolated from the west. Notwithstanding, Chan-Lin also 

comments in the catalogue: ‘His photographs are excellent in every respect and expressive 

of Oriental art. It is no exaggeration to call every one of his works a painting or a poem.’ 

(Aurore University: 1939: Unpagniated). Lang’s artwork itself appears more intent on 

emphasising the ancient Chinese lineage of his photography. 
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A similar hybridity between East and West, ancient and modern can be found in the 

Surrealist-inspired Storm Society who held four exhibitions in Shanghai between 1932-1935. 

As previously mentioned, the group specifically cited Surrealism as a source of inspiration. It 

is highly likely that the groups would have known of Lang Jingshan and vice versa due to 

their mutual publication and editing of Shanghai-based periodicals. Indeed, the magazine 

Meishu Shenghuo (Art Life) included contributions from both Lang Jingshan and Storm 

Society member, Pang Xunqin. Furthermore, Storm Society exhibition photography was 

published in Liangyou (The Young Companion) as were photographs of Lang Jingshan. 

According to Wu (2016:197-198) ‘Exceptionally, Pang Xunqin, one of the main leaders of the 

first avant-garde art group in China, the Storm Society had the opportunity to study in 

France where he encountered French Surrealist works first-hand and later produced several 

works in a Surrealist mode in the late 1920s and early 1930s.’ In November 1932, Liangyou 

photographs paintings for the first Storm Society exhibition224 (and would do the same for 

the second and third iterations). Pang Xunqin’s Suchlike Paris (1931) creates a Surrealist 

pastiche of the city, which superimposes socialites smoking, gambling, drinking, and 

dancing. A homage to Marcel Duchamp’s urinal can be found in the bottom right-hand 

corner. Moreover, this is also a painting that depicts the Cosmopolitanism of Paris during 

the 1920s with multiple races included in the composition. Cosmopolitanism certainly 

inflected the ideological convictions of the Storm Society during their ephemeral existence. 

A visitor to their first exhibition writes to the North China Herald (1933:24) stating that they 

proclaimed to him the following: “We do not recognise nationalism in art” one of their 

spokesman said to the writer. “Art is international.” This letter also states that the 

exhibition location was the ‘Route Ferguson’ which was located in the French Concession, 

evidently a testament to Pang Xunqin’s Parisian education.  

 A Surrealist zeitgeist was certainly being spread through Shanghai exhibitions as reported 

by periodicals in a multi-layered dissemination of Breton’s school of thought. 

Notwithstanding, Lang Jingshan’s exhibition catalogue (Aurore University 1939:24) proudly 

emphasises the number of works Lang manages to show abroad, something not attained by 

the Storm Society. In the catalogue, Wong states ‘Within nine years, he has exhibited 755 

                                                 
224 Liangyou magazine translates ‘The Storm Society’ as  ‘The Storm and Stress Society’ 
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pictures, and the following is a list of his studies exhibited in the world's salons compiled by 

myself.’ In Paris alone between 1932 and 1938 Lang Jingshan had eleven prints accepted. 

Lang Jingshan was certainly a greater Surrealist presence on the world stage compared to 

the Storm Society. Arguably, this is because Jingshan retained more of a Chinese sense of 

identity than the Storm Society which would appeal to the Far-Eastern taste of Western art 

aficionados in the 1930’s. Notwithstanding, the Storm Society may well have been a conduit 

for Lang Jingshan’s Surrealist tendencies and one that must be fully acknowledged.  

Figure 5.29 Art Exhibition of the Storm and Stress Society, 1932, photographic spread, 

dimensions unknown in Liangyou (November 1932) reproduced in Ralph Crozier (1993) 

‘Post-Impressionists in Pre-War Shanghai: The Juelanshe (Storm Society) and the Fate of 

Modernism in Republican China’ 

Figure 5.30 Pang Xunqin Suchlike Paris, 1931, Watercolour on Paper, destroyed 1937, 

dimensions unknown, in Ralph Crozier (1993) ‘Post-Impressionists in Pre-War Shanghai: The 

Juelanshe (Storm Society) and the Fate of Modernism in Republican China’ 
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Another Shanghai Surrealist exhibition that may have had an impact upon Lang Jingshan 

was that of the ‘Chinese Independent Art Association’ in 1935. Gerwing (2014: unpaginated) 

synthesises the movement as follows: ‘The Chinese independent Art Association was 

influenced especially by the Japanese artist Satomi Katasuzo (1895-1981) who taught many 

Chinese artists in alternative artistic styles in Tokyo. The artistic circle followed and 

propagated Surrealist expressions in their art which represented an aesthetic approach 

opposite to and divergent from academic realism.’ Commenting on the exhibition, Gerwing 

(2014: unpaginated) states: ‘The exhibition in Shanghai which received a theoretical 

framework by the association’s Surrealist manifest aroused massive attention among the 

progressive intelligentsia of the harbour town. The claims of the Surrealist artists, however, 

enjoyed minor popularity among its spectators so that the artistic circle stopped preparing 

further exhibitions.’ Kao (1975:195) has speculated upon reasons for the group's failure 

stating: ‘Chinese critics were unaware of the revolutionary viewpoints of the Surrealists in 

Europe (…) they interpreted the subjective involvement in the dreams and fantasies of the 

Surrealists as an escape from reality, and thus rejected them on such grounds.’ It would 

seem that whilst Surrealism had an iconographic presence in Chinese art, Surrealist political 

intent was misunderstood.  Indeed, the special edition of Yifeng (Art Winds) magazine 

dedicated to Surrealism, spearheaded by the Chinese Independent Art Association, certainly 

corroborates Kao’s point. No mention is made of the political antecedents to Surrealism 

such as Hegel, nor is any mention made of Marx. Only the Freudian aspect is prized by the 

issue’s various writers.  

The work of Zhao Shou, a member of the Chinese Independent Art association was 

catalysed by its study in Japan. Indeed, Japan was indeed another conduit of Surrealism into 

China. Zhao Shou’s piece Jump (which featured in the Shanghai exhibition) was considered 

to be of adequate avant-garde credentials to be published in Liangyou in November 1935. 

The very same year Zhao Shou would translate Breton’s Manifesto of Surrealism for the 

journal Yifeng in a special edition on Surrealism, rendering it accessible to a Chinese 

audience. Lang Jingshan also had two of his landscape photographs published in the third 

issue Yifeng magazine in 1935, demonstrating his affiliation with the Chinese Independent 

Art Association, although his work was not present in the special volume on Surrealism. 

Shou had quite a profound understanding of Surrealism. According to Andrews and Shen 
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(2012: 81), Shou became ‘an enthusiastic admirer of Picasso and Dali’ whilst having a 

sophisticated understanding of surrealism. Zhao Shou commented that: ‘Although so-called 

Surrealism is 'non- realistic' it is not 'without reality.' It is actually 'non-realistic reality.' This 

reality is not from visual experience but from the imagination’ (Andrews and Shen: 

1998:175). His work Jump firmly embodies this precept. Tangible elements of reality are 

present. Zhao depicts a fish rising up from diverse geometric forms. In Chinese culture, the 

fish is a symbol of good luck and abundance, hence the image is unambiguously positivist in 

orientation. According to Wu (2016:203), Shou also ‘conducted research on Surrealist 

elements in ancient Chinese art. He maintained that Surrealist painting was based on the 

spirit of Eastern art and was represented using Western techniques.’ This certainly parallels 

Lang Jingshan’s appropriation of Surrealism. For artists operating in paint-based media, 

photography was a vital resource to distribute their Surrealist aesthetic across Shanghai. Six 

paintings from the Chinese Independent Art Association were reprinted in Liangyou, 

similarly to the Storm Society. Zhao Shou’s Jump in included in this ensemble. Another two 

paintings with particularly Surrealist characteristics include Desire by S. Pak wherein 

anamorphic seashells appear reminiscent of Yves Tanguy’s flaccid shapes. The work The 

World Today by C. Liang where the melting of a road into the sky seems to parallel the time-

space continuum of Dali.  

Figure 5.31 Zhao Shou Jump, 1934, Oil on Canvas, 78 x 93cm in Ralph Crozier (1993) ‘Post-

Impressionists in Pre-War Shanghai: The Juelanshe (Storm Society) and the Fate of 

Modernism in Republican China’ 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material 
has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can 
be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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Figure 5.32 Anon. Exhibition of the Chinese Independent Art Association, 1935, photographic 

spread, dimensions unknown in Liangyou Huabao (The Young Companion) Issue 113 

Unpaginated. 

5.6 Shanghai and Paris   

Lang also conveyed scenes of Shanghai which merit contrasting with the Paris of the 

European Surrealists in terms of Cosmopolitanism and Surrealist use of documentary 

photography. Lang photographs the Shanghai Bund, Grand Cinema, Shanghai Bridge, 

Shanghai Harbour as well as happenings around the cityscape. The Bund was a cultural 

crossroads, centre of the treaty-port city. The Art-Deco style grand cinema was a symbol of 

Shanghai’s Cosmopolitanism built by a Hungarian architect, completed in 1933. Each seat 

had a translation system installed for foreign language films. 

 In Nadja, Breton avoids scenes of contemporary commerce as much as possible, instead of 

conveying a centre of international trade, Breton views commerce in terms of disorganised, 

aleatory purchases. The Surrealists are interested in the art market for non-European 

artefacts whereas Jingshan portrays a veritable economic hub. Whilst the Bund grants a 

lateral visual bias, the flea markets heaped piles of junk present a more primitive image of 

the commercial cityscape. Indeed, in St Ouen, the Surrealists would often stumble across 

artefacts in such places amidst piles of randomised items. Breton states: ‘I went one Sunday 

to the St Ouen flea market (I go there often, searching for objects that can be found 

nowhere else, old-fashioned, broken, useless, almost incomprehensible, even perverse)’ 

(Trans. Howard: 1960:52). Breton imbues his venture with a sense of religiosity alluding to 

his adventures taking place on ‘Sunday’. This renders null and void any commercial 

connotations to his activities. A transaction may occur but the end goal is purely spiritual. In 

stark contrast, the Bund was the financial hub of Shanghai, dubbed: ‘The Wall Street of 

Asia.’ Indeed, in her history of the Bund, Henriot (2010:15) notes:  

After the turn of the twentieth-century financial institutions became the largest 
single type of venture on the Bund. This growth coincided with the construction 
of many new bank buildings (seven establishments’ altogether). The HSBC, for 
example, moved into larger premises and the first Chinese-run bank – the 
Imperial Bank of China – built an impressive structure on the South Bund in 
1897. As the Bund became more financial, the loading and unloading of ships 
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moved away from it both upstream and downstream. Trading companies were 
replaced by the large international shipping companies that brought both goods 
and people from Europe, America, and Japan. 

 Here then two different forms of Cosmopolitanism are presented to us: that of chance 

encounters in the cityscape and that of global commerce.  Although clearly a sympathetic 

rendering, Jingshan’s photograph is taken at a distance. The Bund becomes a small sliver of 

human activity bathed by the natural phenomenon of cloud and sea relativizing man’s place 

in the natural world. Jingshan’s predilection for guohua and a more spiritual way of life is 

still a latent presence within his hybridising portrayal of the cityscape.  

 

Figure 5.33 Anon. Saint Ouen Flea Market, 1928, photograph, dimensions unknown in 

Breton, A. (1998) Nadja (Paris: Gallimard) p.52  

Figure 5.34 Lang Jingshan The Shanghai Bund, 1932, photograph, 23 x 30.5cm (Artnet) 

 

Recreational pastimes are also photographed in both Breton’s Nadja and by Lang Jingshan. 

In his photograph of the Grand Cinema, Lang Jingshan shoots the building through a blue- 

filtered lens which is an anomaly amongst his photographic oeuvre.  Within Chinese colour 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed 
at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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symbolism, blue represents the West. Consequently, Jingshan captures a literal infiltration 

between these two geographic polarities. In Nadja, Breton speaks of wandering into the 

cinema without consulting what each particular film is about.  He includes a photograph of 

an advertisement of the film with a plot summary. Ironically, the film shown, ‘The Grip of 

the Octopus’ (Trans. Howard:1960:37) depicts Chinese villains as Satan-worshippers which 

portrays mainstream media as perpetuating national stereotypes and the scourge of ‘Yellow 

Peril225’. Breton, however, deals with such stereotyping in a highly ironical manner:   

Not even the memory of the eighth and last episode of a film I saw in the neighbourhood, in 

which a Chinese, who has found some way to multiply himself, invaded New York by means 

of several self-reproductions. He entered President Wilson’s office, followed by himself and 

by himself and by himself and by himself; the president removed his pince-nez (Trans. 

Howard: 1960:32-37).  

 The Chinese man mystically multiplying himself is clearly an anti-cosmopolitan, anti-

immigration metaphor, whilst Breton describes such films as ‘completely idiotic’ (Trans. 

Howard: 1960: 37). This film espoused the very view that Lang Jingshan’s aforementioned 

blend of Cosmopolitanism and patriotism was intending to dispel. Interestingly, the Chinese 

title for Lang Jingshan’s work can be translated as ‘architectural study.’ The aesthetics of the 

building are what interest Lang Jingshan as opposed to the building’s purpose. Indeed, 

perhaps Jingshan is implying that the aesthetics in themselves become the purpose. The 

building is clearly symbolic of intercultural encounters but housed in a Western framework. 

Jingshan seems here to suggest that Western cultural hegemony can subsume any iterations 

of alterity such as its location in an Asian city or foreign language films. The diagonal line of 

vision suggests the viewpoint of an individual gazing up towards a cultural behemoth.  

                                                 
225 The phrase ‘Yellow Peril’ refers to a widespread racist fear throughout Europe and America in the 
Modernist era that Chinese immigrants would overtake indigenous populations.  
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Figure 5.35 André Breton L’Etreinte de la Pieuvre, 1928, photograph of poster, dimensions 

unknown in André Breton Nadja (1998) (Paris: Gallimard) p.35 

Figure 5.36 Lang Jingshan Grand Cinema Shanghai, 1935, photograph, dimensions unknown 

in Richard Kent (2013) ‘Early Twentieth-Century Art Photography in China: Adopting, 

Domesticating, and Embracing the Foreign’ The Trans-Asia Photography Review Vol. 3, no. 2 

Depictions of the Shanghai cityscape in modernist journals also appear as Surrealist-

inflected compositions. The magazine 时代漫画 (Modern Miscellany), a satirical journal, 

frequently employed photomontage to synthesise political or social phenomena. One piece 

entitled 上海风景 (Shanghai Landscape) is a particularly terse parody of unbridled excess 

published in 1934. Schafer (2017: 155) comments: the piece is ‘composed of the signifiers of 

a colonial modernity, ranging from gambling (money, cards, mah-jongg tiles) and stimulants 

(alcohol and opium) to fashionable shoes, guns, and a Sikh policeman.’  Moreover, 

disjointed and fetisishised body parts further augment the Surrealist nature of this piece. 

Parallels can be readily drawn to Surrealist depictions of Paris, aspects of which were often 

rendered in the form of photomontage. A prime example of this is George Hugnet’s untitled 

piece, also published in 1934, where the Eiffel Tower assumes the form of a phallic symbol 

courted by a scantily-clad female with her legs provocatively outstreteched.  The modernist 

atmosphere of both these cosmopolitan enclaves is unequivocally equated with vice, 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages 
where material has been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The 
unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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sexuality and the erotic. Conversely, the photography of Shanghai by Lang Jingshan appears 

reverential depicting an economic powerhouse, the image a Chinese government would 

wish to be projected to the outside world.  

Figure 5.37 Georges Hugnet Untitled, 1934, photomontage, 20.3cm x 15.2cm, in Lichtenstein 

(2011) Twilight Visions: Surrealism and Paris Berkeley: University of California Press p.38 

 

Figure 5.38 Anon. Shanghai Landscape, 1934, photomontage, dimensions unknown in Shidai 

Huabao (Modern Miscellany) Issue 1.  

5.7 Summary 

To conclude, Lang Jingshan’s early interest in Pictorialism created a technical commingling 

of East and West, catalysing a sense of Cosmopolitanism within the creative process itself.  

Lang Jingshan followed Man Ray’s technique of combining two disparate elements, woman 

and non-Western artefacts which, in turn, subsume non-Western artefacts into the fine art 

arena. The reconciliation between dream and reality within Lang’s work shows that ancient 

Chinese painting techniques and perspective create a Surrealist sense of metaphysicality 

Some materials have been removed from this thesis due to Third Party Copyright. Pages where material has 
been removed are clearly marked in the electronic version. The unabridged version of the thesis can be viewed 
at the Lanchester Library, Coventry University
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within the terrestrial realm. The Aurore University exhibition ushered in an empirical form 

of Cosmopolitanism by introducing Chinese modernist photography to both a Chinese and 

Western audience in Shanghai’s French Concession. The cityscape is, of course, a 

cosmopolitan nodal centre and the point of cross-fertilisations between different cultures, 

ideologies, and religions. Lang’s vision of Shanghai is a one sympathetic to Westernisation 

whilst remaining anchored in a Chinese cultural identity-construction.  

Historically speaking, a plethora of European-based Surrealists clearly drew inspiration from 

Republican Shanghai whilst Chinese Surrealists similarly took from the Paris of les années 

folles and beyond. For example, beyond Lang Jingshan, renowned Chinese painter Sanyu 

hired Surrealist muse Kiki of Montparnasse to sit for him. Sanyu was one of the many 

Chinese painters educated in Paris and drew Kiki in 1930226. Several European Surrealists 

were also taken with Chinese Calligraphy such as Jean Degottex. In 1955, André Breton 

himself would open his exhibition of calligraphy-inspired paintings. After the Second World 

War, André Masson began to study Sinology whilst Michel Leiris wrote an ethnographic 

travelogue dedicated to his escapades in China. Salvador Dali would somewhat inexplicably 

sketch Chairman Mao. As early as 1929 in George Bataille’s Documents, an article appears 

concerning the Collection David-Weill of Chinese Bronzes. After the Second World War, 

Lang Jingshan’s practice would become even more experimental, appropriating Man Ray’s 

invention of the rayography. Whilst there are many other links between Surrealism and 

China beyond Lang Jingshan, it is clear that this Lang Jingshan is the artist who enjoyed the 

most symbiotic relationship between East and West, his work being equally appreciated in 

Parisian salons as those in Shanghai. The Storm Society embraced Surrealism but Europe did 

not embrace them, nor the Chinese Independent Art Association. In order to negotiate the 

cosmopolitan centres of artistic activity, Lang Jingshan proves that retaining a certain 

cultural specificity was a highly sought-after commodity. After Lang Jingshan fled to 

Shanghai, he sojourned in Sichuan during the Japanese invasion. He would contribute 

numerous photographs of Sichuan to China Traveller magazine between 1939-1941.  He 

took a boat to Taiwan in 1949 during the communist takeover of mainland China with the 

                                                 
226 For a detailed description of Sanyu as Surrealist please consult Eugene Wang (2004) ‘Sanyu ou un 

surréaliste chinois à Paris: Sanyu: A Chinese Surrealist in Paris.’ Sanyu: l’écriture du corps: Language of the 
Body, Paris: ARAA; Skira 53-65. 
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leader of the nationalist government Chiang Kai-Shek. Jingshan firmly nailed his political 

colours to the mast whilst the post-war Surrealists somewhat naively enthused about Mao’s 

new regime, demonstrable in the case of Marcel Marïen who wrote for a Shanghai-based 

propaganda journal entitled La Chine en Construction between 1963-1965. Hence, it is clear 

then that Jingshan was not a fellow-traveller of Surrealism in terms of its politics, merely its 

artistry.  
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This thesis has sought to elaborate new knowledge and fresh perspectives with regards to 

pivotal, yet underexplored developments within Surrealism, expanding on Parisian-centric 

treatments of the movement. This is distilled in the terminology, ‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’ 

which refers to a series of intercultural creations, discourses and practices that move 

beyond the traditional frameworks and anthologised accounts of Surrealism within Western 

Modernism. In so doing, it also enables new understanding of key areas of Surrealist art and 

practice as challenging boundaries and constructs of Modernism by exploring other nodal 

centres such as Shanghai and Mexico City, which equally became central vectors of 

intercultural Surrealist ideas and practices. Indeed, the approach of this thesis challenges 

the situation of Surrealist innovations as emanating from specific geographic entities, 

focussing rather on artistic exchange and networks instead of on conceptions of centre and 

periphery. As such, this approach reshapes our understanding of non-Western engagement 

within the Surrealist movement. Equally, throughout the thesis, an understanding of 

‘Cosmopolitanism’ has been developed as compatible with the universal aspects of 

Surrealist thought as well as the cultural specificity required by iterations of identity 

politics . New arenas of Surrealist activity as well as actors who have not received the 

attention they merit have been investigated through their ability to hybridise Surrealist 

aesthetics with non-European influences relevant to extending frameworks of their own 

cultural contexts. Moreover, these intersectming threads are unified through photography, 

in its capacities for dissemination, mobility, reproduction, hybridity and technical 

innovation. Consequently, the focus of this thesis is on a perspective-extending 

‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’. Within this framework,  photography performs a vital role not 

only as an art form in its own right but also as a transmitter of other artworks of interest to 

the Surrealists through inclusion in journal publications, exhibition catalogues, surrogate 

exhibition items and works of literature.  These world-wide distribution networks of 

Surrealist art were very much dependent upon the photographic medium. As such, the 

elaboration of a ‘Cosmopolitan Surrealism’ has a symbiotic relationship with Surrealist uses 

of photography’s ability to transcend national boundaries and cultural institutions.  

 

Significantly, there has been a marked interest in the field of what has recently been 

dubbed as ‘Global Surrealism’ during the writing of this thesis. Indeed, this is attested by the 

recent Annual Association of Art Historians Conference (April 2018 at the Courtauld Institute 
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of Art) which hosted a panel of this very name, incorporating presentations, including by 

this author, on Surrealism in China along with seven other presenters researching diverse 

geographical areas of Surrealist activity 227. Moreover, an exhibition provisionally entitled 

‘Global Surrealism’ is planned for the year 2021 at Tate Modern, London which the AAH 

2018 conference session was designed to inform. This exhibition will ostensibly catalyse a 

fundamental change in how Surrealism is anthologised by the academic community. Indeed, 

whilst analysis of Surrealism’s expanse beyond the French metropole is to be welcomed, an 

explanation of how Surrealism was so successful internationally is unanswered by extant 

area-specific publications. Whilst these publications are most timely, there is perhaps 

danger of an emergent ‘Surrealist area studies’ whereby scholars are experts in a certain 

geographic field but a sense of border-crossing analysis is less clearly foregrounded.   

 

Indeed, Surrealists outside the Parisian cityscape still drew from founding texts and these 

should not be overlooked in an expanded treatment of global Surrealism. Hence, this thesis 

has postulated a theoretical underpinning of Cosmopolitanism which serves to link global 

strands of Surrealism with their Parisian-based artistic inspirations, where journals, 

transnational encounters between artists and exhibitions inspired the development of a 

hybrid artistic movement devoid of specific construct of national identity. As such, whilst 

this thesis still adopts fresh approach through its focus on Cosmopolitanism and 

photography, it forms part of a growing shift away from the study of Surrealism as a Euro-

centric phenomenon.  

 

The overarching aim of the thesis was to ask how photography played a role in enabling 

Surrealism’s cosmopolitan interchange between cultures. Chapter one has demonstrated a 

closer understanding in the framing of Surrealist activity regarding its key precursors, more 

richly embedded in its extensive connections to late nineteenth-century Symbolism. A 

precedent for the Surrealist’s fascination with non-European cultures was undoubtedly set 

by the Symbolists. Through concurrent analysis with Symbolist forerunners, it emerges that 

the issue of the so-called ‘primitive’ had a much more important presence within early 

                                                 
227 For abstracts of all the presentations as part of the ‘Global Perspectives on Surrealism’ panel at the 2018 
Association of Art Historians conference, please visit: https://www.forarthistory.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/12/Friday-6-April-Session-Abstracts-and-Papers.pdf  

https://www.forarthistory.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Friday-6-April-Session-Abstracts-and-Papers.pdf
https://www.forarthistory.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Friday-6-April-Session-Abstracts-and-Papers.pdf
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iterations of Surrealism. Further, Chapter one has developed an understanding of the 

output of Symbolist photography, an area that has not received the attention it deserves, 

and the impact this body of work had upon Surrealist photographic practitioners. Chapter 

one equally has argued for a more global perception of Symbolist photography, subsuming 

the representation of non-European cultures; and this concern appears to have been a 

demonstrable yet hitherto neglected interest taken up by their Surrealist inheritors.  

 

In the case of Claude Cahun, her practice straddles both the Symbolist and Surrealist 

movements. Her early photography mirrors the Symbolist penchant for the Orient. By 

extending her cultural frame of reference beyond European boundaries, what began as a 

mere fascination for non-Western cultures metamorphoses into politically engaged action 

during her Surrealist period, with her signing of the tract ‘Contre le Fascisme mais aussi 

contre L’impérialisme français’ [Against fascism but also against French imperialism] in 1933 

to cite a key example. Moreover, Alfred Stieglitz writes to Francis Picabia regarding the 

international reach of his Symbolist/Pictorialist photography journal Camera Work, an 

editorial sentiment that would be subsequently in the Surrealist journal Minotaure. 

However, Stieglitz commented to Picabia that he was interested in the world’s affairs, but 

primarily from a passive perspective, a telling analogy for the political inclinations of 

Symbolism. Conversely, the Surrealists adopted more of an engaged, transformative tone in 

Minotaure by repeatedly instilling notions of cultural relativity and reconciling differences 

between so-called ‘primitive’ cultures and the West. Therefore, it is clear that the 

cosmopolitan nature of several Surrealist photographic works and their distribution 

strategies were foreshadowed by the pioneering visions of Symbolist artists and writers, 

notably in relation to Symbolist uses of photography. 

 

Indeed, as discussed, the Symbolist movement and Georges Rodenbach are to be credited 

with the advent of photo-literature which was a frequently used narrative strategy by André 

Breton. His first work of photo-literature, Nadja, was doubtless inspired by Rodenbach’s 

Bruges-La-Morte. Throughout both works, photography of Gothic architecture symbolised 

the capacity for cosmopolitan exchanges to disseminate a particular artistic style around the 

world. Both works also evoke a concern with the ‘oneiric’ prized by the Surrealists. Nadja, 

however, encapsulates the rise of non-Western artistic influences within the cosmopolitan 
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cityscape, photographing Oceanic artefacts and occultist fortune-tellers from the Middle-

East. As such, Symbolist photography and an enchantment the occult, the oneiric and the 

Orient, the pivotal importance of which this thesis explores in connection with Surrealism, 

paved the way for a more concrete Surrealist engagement with their non-Western 

counterparts, this time utilising photography as a means for political action. 

 

Chapter two has demonstrated that photography’s capacity for mechanical reproduction 

was used by the Surrealists as a means to disseminate non-Western artworks throughout 

worldwide avant-garde circles.  Surrealist journals were undoubtedly the place where this 

phenomenon reached its apotheosis. This, of course, was common to many avant-garde 

movements but the fact that these magazines were prolifically distributed to official and 

often national museum institutions across the world has not been previously acknowledged. 

Such evidence was discovered through archival material at the Muséum National d’Histoire 

Naturelle in reference to the former Trocadéro museum. Indeed, archival evidence 

demonstrates that Minotaure’s special edition regarding the French Colonial Government’s 

Mission Dakar-Djibouti had an initial print run of four thousand with complimentary copies 

being issued to prestigious ethnographic institutes throughout the world. As such, this 

thesis sheds new light on the role and consistency of Surrealism’s anti-colonial politics. Yet, 

Chapter two has also broadened an understanding of Surrealism’s distaste for a Euro-centric 

art-history, a trajectory that both Documents and Minotaure challenge on multiple 

occasions. Moreover, Chapter two has re-situated the perennial division between Bretonian 

Surrealism and the ‘dissident’ Surrealism of George Bataille by re-addressing their editorial 

similarities via the cosmopolitan remit of Documents and Minotaure. In both journals, the 

equalising presence of the photographic medium is re-understood as elevating the status of 

non-Western works to that of fine art and as critical vectors of a Surrealist internationalising 

vision.  

 

Indeed, in both journals, artworks from previously neglected cultures gained worldwide 

renown through photography. As argued, unlike Minotaure, Documents did not promulgate 

any form of official colonial mission however its disappearance was largely due to many of 

its writers’ preparation for the Mission Dakar-Djibouti. As such, we can assume that the 

journal again enjoyed reasonable popularity for an avant-garde periodical as it only ceased 
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publication due to external circumstances. Moreover, both journals are argued to challenge 

legacies of Classical Antiquity as the original epoch of artistic endeavour from which all 

subsequent innovations are seen to develop. However, this thesis has also sought to identify 

ambiguities and inconsistencies in relation to the international scope of each journal. Josef 

Stryzgowski, who would become a Nazi collaborator, cites one of his methodological criteria 

as ‘force’, which in the context of his subsequent associations connotes violence, 

hegemony, and colonialism (Documents: 1929:24). Conversely, Minotaure featured 

photographs of the art of ‘minority’ tribes and cultures and its editorial line condemned 

artistic nationalism as a symbolic measure of a nation’s force. Photography, a medium 

Stryzgowski fails to mention, supersedes his assumption that force is needed to inculcate 

cross-cultural aesthetic encounters. Indeed, the photographic encounter can distribute the 

works of a people without a significant political status, but with a substantial artistic 

heritage as shown by the journal Minotaure.  

 

Chapter three has demonstrated that Surrealist curatorial practice, a pivotal strategy for 

internationalisation, was thoroughly grounded in a cosmopolitan transcendence of 

taxonomic borders between peoples and nations, a more convincing anti-colonial encounter 

than the complicity of journals such as Documents and Minotaure. The received reception of 

Freud’s Totem and Taboo (1913) has been challenged as a key source of inspiration for 

Surrealist treatment of African and Oceanic objects by postulating that the inherent 

restraint of the taboo is often at odds with the Surrealist emphasis on spiritual 

emancipation and freedom. Indeed, Surrealist exhibitions freed African and Oceanic objects 

from their descriptive ethnographic treatments. In the case of Totem and Taboo, it seems 

that the significance of this text has been over-valued and perhaps conflated with the 

indisputable impact the Freudian dreamscape and linked ideas of the uncanny had on the 

Surrealist movement.  It has been demonstrated that the Surrealist photographic form was 

a key tool in extending interest in the oneiric and in transcending the establishing discourses 

of ethnographic photography.. This thesis has shown that the inclusion of such objects is 

another method of cosmopolitan border-transcendence used by the Surrealists given the 

increasingly global span of their spiritual interests.  Archival evidence of the International 

Surrealist Exhibition committee meetings in 1936 has also re-situated Surrealist display 
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mechanisms as something more coherent and sustained, challenging oft-espoused views of 

Surrealist exhibitions as randomised, incongruous juxtapositions.  

 

Indeed, the journal medium, explored in Chapter two, clearly made use of photography’s 

mobility. However as is also demonstrated, the Surrealist exhibition format used 

photography in a more versatile manner as both a surrogate for unobtainable items and as a 

means to preserve the cultural memory of numerous exhibitions as exemplified in Tableaux 

de Man Ray et Objets des Iles (1926) as well as The International Surrealist Exhibition, 

London of 1936.  Consequently, photography enabled the transcendence of museum 

taxonomies whereby works were categorised in accordance with national boundaries and 

formal characteristics. Man Ray’s exhibition was acclaimed by Nancy Cunard in Vogue 

Magazine (1926) for cementing the rapport between Oceanic art and modernist works. She 

also highlights the interspersing of Man Ray’s works with those of Oceanic islands instead of 

dichotomy or separation between the two entities as would be the case in an ethnographic 

museum. The high cultural status with which Surrealists endowed African and Oceanic 

artefacts with is shown as equally demonstrable in the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition. As discovered through archival material, the establishment of an Objects sub-

committee which decided on photographing ten objects from the British Museum eschewed 

the idea of ‘aura’ in favour of mechanical reproduction and the cosmopolitan imperative to 

elevate so-called ‘primitive’ works to an equal status as those of the Surrealists. Ironically, 

several newspapers appreciated the African and Oceanic works more than their Surrealist 

counterparts. Both exhibitions also operated at a metaphysical level. As such, the 

photographic incorporation of African and Oceanic objects into Surrealist exhibitions is 

highlighted in this Chapter’s treatment as transcending curatorial categorisation. Such a 

liberating ambition emphasises that the Surrealist’s curatorial practice truly hinged upon a 

cosmopolitan methodology as this thesis has shown.  

 

Chapter four has re-examined and re-situated Surrealist power relations. Indeed, the 

rapport between photographer and photographed reveals tensions in terms of intercultural 

agency. The corpus of Adrienne Fidelin and Lola Alvarez Bravo were chosen to reify this 

potent divide in the Surrealist treatment of non-Western women. Through deepened 

archival investigation, Lola Alvarez Bravo is re-positioned as having significant agency in 
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constructing a new type of photographic practice, hybridising Surrealist techniques 

alongside readdressing constructions of Mexican identity.  She is discovered to have 

enjoyed a much more prominent place within Mexican Surrealism than previously 

acknowledged.  Man Ray’s photographic treatment of his former lover and muse, Adrienne 

Fidelin is, for the first time, given substantial analysis. Unlike the feminist stance of Lola 

Alvarez Bravo, Fidelin is discovered to have willingly adopted the role of a Surrealist muse as 

attested by new archival evidence. Moreover, in this thesis, Fidelin is acknowledged as an 

affiliate of the Surrealist group, appearing amongst many prominent members such as 

Picasso, Dora Marr and Lee Miller. Photography of Fidelin is however problematized due to 

its complicity with discourses of exoticism that erode the individual agency of the 

protagonist amidst the backdrop of negrophilia.  

 

Indeed, it is hard to view Man Ray’s photography of his Guadeloupian muse in a wholly 

sympathetic manner given the revelation by Fidelin in a letter that he used to call her his 

‘Little Black sunshine’ (BK: MANR13) .This sort of nomenclature gives credence to criticisms 

of Surrealist exoticism and misogyny. By applying Benhabib’s cosmopolitan concept of the 

‘generalised other’ this thesis has brought new insights to bear on Surrealist constructions 

of the female muse. Indeed, it appears that whilst Man Ray contributed to breaking the 

colour barrier through his inclusion of Fidelin in La Mode au Congo shoot, cognisant of the 

worth of the ‘other’, compromises were made that negated Fidelin’s individuality as a 

Guadeloupian; she merely becomes a cipher for alterity.  As such, the Surrealist muse 

becomes the epitome of Benhabib’s assertion that ‘we abstract from the individuality and 

concrete identity of the other’ (1987:87), highlighting the limitations of Kantian conceptions 

of Cosmopolitanism. Hence, it appears that there are moments where the cosmopolitan 

intent of the Surrealists actually became a vehicle for a misplaced exoticism.  

 

By contrast, it is shown that Lola Alvarez Bravo embodies Benhabib’s ideal of the ‘concrete 

other’ whereby ‘the recognition of the distinctiveness in addition to the commonality of the 

other’ (Benhabib: 2003: xxix) is favoured. Lola Alvarez Bravo’s correspondence with her 

erstwhile husband Manuel Alvarez Bravo reveals the full extent of her subordinated role as 

his photographic assistant. Yet in utilising the agency of the camera lens, Bravo emerges as a 

pivotal actor in an expanding Surrealist network. She is able to effect political change 
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through publications of photomontage in the socialist journal El Maestro Rural pertaining 

more to commonalities amongst different sectors of Mexican society. Conversely, Mexican 

Folkways, thoroughly documents the arts and crafts of indigenous Mexican population, 

showcasing their distinctiveness. As such, female agency was indeed possible within the 

Surrealist movement but considerable independence was needed from male practitioners 

who used the trope of muse to promote their artistic success. This was a phenomenon Lola 

avoided throughout her career unlike some of her European counterparts such as Lee 

Miller. As such, Lola Alvarez Bravo, is a relatively unique figure who, it is shown, managed to 

override the Surrealist tensions around the muse to become a cosmopolitan practitioner in 

her own right. The thesis aimed to shed fresh light on instances of misogyny within male 

Surrealist circles around the world. Chapter four reveals how Lola Alvarez Bravo emerges as 

a significant, if cas exceptionnel in overcoming the limitations of her artistic and well as geo-

cultural contexts of agency.  

 

Chapter five builds upon the theme of intercultural transfer postulated in Chapter four. 

However, further to this, this chapter brings fresh evidence to argue for an expanded locus 

of operation for the Surrealist movement: China. Instead of recycling the East-West binary, 

this chapter has discovered and foregrounds a two-way bilateral aesthetic exchange 

between China and France in the Modernist era. Early French Surrealists referenced Chinese 

cinema, Chinese politics and traditional Chinese art forms. In the same way, the Chinese 

Surrealists drew from the dreamscape, photomontage and other Western photographic 

innovations.  As such, this chapter reveals new knowledge of China’s substantive role in 

shaping Western avant-gardes. An aesthetic similarity between Man Ray and Lang Jingshan 

is discovered, building on previously published archival evidence that they had met. 

Moreover, this Chapter has shown that the advent of Surrealism in China was an aesthetic 

rather than a political movement, as investigations of primary source material do not make 

mention of Hegel or Marx. Photography is shown to have played a similar role to the 

Surrealist journals examined in Chapter two, as a pivotal disseminating vehicle of Surrealist 

work and activity, particularly for two Surrealist societies that focussed on painting, the 

Storm Society and the Chinese Independent Art Association.  
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Chapter five also demonstrates that the hybridity of photographic techniques is compatible 

with a cosmopolitan vision of Surrealism. This is clearly evidenced by the case of Lang 

Jingshan who drew extensively from the technical innovations concocted in Man Ray’s 

darkroom. Archival evidence attests to a strong bond between the two photographers as 

well as a shared artistic vision common to both.  Shanghai journals of the era reveal that 

Surrealism in Republican China had a much stronger foothold than has previously been 

considered, Surrealist artworks featuring in The Young Companion, Modern Miscellany, Arts 

and Life, and Art Winds magazines. These avant-garde publications were familiar to Lang 

Jingshan, having published in them all. As such, certain aspects of Surrealism, mainly 

aesthetic, were appropriated for a Chinese context. Lang Jingshan drew from the stylistic 

innovations of Western modernist photography to depict the Buddhist philosophical state of 

Nirvana whilst Man Ray used those same techniques to fetishize this non-Western culture, 

despite its complex history and traditions. Thus, it is shown, Surrealism was sympathetically 

appropriated to coalesce with non-Western philosophies by Chinese Surrealists yet, in turn, 

it was also fetishized by the European Surrealists, ostensibly due to a lack of understanding.  

 

Despite this, Surrealist ideals of freedom inspired Lang Jingshan to create a series of nudes 

which sparked controversy amongst what remained a fairly conservative culture irrespective 

of Western influence. By combining this freedom with idiosyncratically Chinese nuances, 

Jingshan was able to overcome the ensuing polemics and criticism to develop a successful 

career. In other words, cultural hybridity and the coalescing of avant-garde Western 

philosophy with new approaches to Chinese cultural traditions established Shanghai as the 

centre of the Chinese art world in the early twentieth century context and as a 

cosmopolitan cross-roads of exchange. Therefore, Surrealism can be viewed as a movement 

beyond canonical accounts of its cultural specificity as this thesis set out to prove. 

 

Indeed, the cosmopolitan nature of Surrealism has manifested itself in various contexts. It 

has been argued that Kant’s notion of a ‘universal commuity’ resonates with the Surrealist’s 

anti-colonial stance. This is also apparent through Hegel’s dialectical reasoning, aligned with 

Surrealist revolutionary activities and can be seen to demonstrate similarities with the 

Surrealist movement in terms of a reconciliation of opposing forces. Moreover, religious and 

metaphysical conceptions of Cosmopolitanism were implicit in Surrealist exhibitions which 
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juxtaposed Surrealist works of Western origin with photographs of religious and ritual 

African and Oceanic Art. These demonstrate cosmopolitan perspectives beyond Rubin’s 

aesthetic juxtapositions in the 1984 Primitivism exhibition. Feminist assertions of 

Cosmopolitanism enabled woman Surrealists to gain new, if limited, recognition on the 

world stage and concretise the image of the other, foregrounding, in the case of Bravo, a 

strong identity. Finally, through hybridising artistic sources and techniques, Lang Jingshan 

espoused a form of cosmopolitan practice, creating a unique photographic technique by 

combining the style of Chinese Ink Painting with Western modernist imagery. Implicit in all 

of these elaborations of Cosmopolitanism is the capacity of the Surrealist movement to 

subsume and expand intercultural exchange and practices. Cahun draws from Buddhist and 

Oriental imagery, Stieglitz from Africa and Asia, and Breton’s Nadja from Oceanic objects to 

cite key examples in Chapter one. 

 

In Chapter two, Documents and Minotaure interspersed Surrealist art with offerings from all 

continents of human habitation from Janus Masks of modern-day Nigeria to an exhibition of 

Chinese art in Berlin. Chapter three demonstrated the Surrealist intention to display 

affinities between African and Oceanic art and their own, highlighting both formal and 

spiritual resonances with the Surrealist art on display, the stone pestle having inspired 

Henry Moore, the Tangaroa being replicated by Roland Penrose, Max Ernst’s Loplop being 

inspired by indigenous birdman figures and Man Ray’s reverence for the Nias statue in his 

1926 catalogue.  Chapter four shows how Mexican Surrealists, in particular Lola Alvarez 

Bravo, drew from the photographic innovations and iconography of their French 

counterparts before transposing them into subject-matter relevant to the Mexican context 

such as iterations of gender equality, poverty, political upheaval and indigenous creativity.  

Adrienne Fidelin’s case demonstrate the first mainstream cultural commingling of black and 

white models in a popular fashion magazine, ostensibly brought about by the creative 

impetus of Man Ray.  Chapter five showed that, in ways comparable to the example of Lola 

Alvarez Bravo, Chinese Surrealists drew heavily from the aesthetics of their French 

counterparts before moulding their practice into outputs relevant to the Chinese context.  

 

Indeed, several common conclusions emerge between the case-studies explored in the five 

Chapters of this thesis. First, throughout all the geographical areas of Surrealist activity, the 
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tension between nationalism and Cosmopolitanism becomes endemic in the inter-war 

period explored in this study. As such, intercultural exchange between different Surrealist 

centres across the world emerged as a tool to combat the rise of populist movements 

permeating European politics. In certain instances, however, a cosmopolitan intent of 

hybridizing cultures occasionally descends into cultural appropriation whereby the 

aesthetics of another people are reused without understanding the deeper meaning behind 

the imagery or artefact. Whilst the journals Documents and Minotaure provided detailed 

treatments of non-Western art, Surrealist exhibitions often decontextualized and 

appropriated these objects. Photography often trivialised otherness, as demonstrable in the 

case of Adrienne Fidelin’s presentation or the Buddhist artefacts taken by Man Ray. 

 

 Together, the five areas explored in this thesis evidence the manifold nature of Surrealist 

international relations.  While the scope of this thesis precludes consideration of a 

substantive contact between Mexican and Caribbean Surrealist groups, or the Belgian and 

Japanese Surrealists, for example, it proposes an expanded international framework of 

relations as an approach rich in potential for further study. Notwithstanding, Surrealist 

magazines and exhibitions juxtaposed content from different groupings enabling a more 

multilateral exchange, although these stratagems were for the most part, initiated under 

the auspices of the French Surrealists. In addition, a more existential question permeates 

this investigation: What does it mean to be a Surrealist? A cosmopolitan analysis of 

Surrealism complicates a response to this question. The case- studies analysed  throughout 

the thesis have shown that one can be a Surrealist in aesthetic terms but reject the 

revolutionary intent of the movement; one can merely take inspiration from a certain 

Surrealist artist; one can move in Surrealist circles yet refuse explicitly to identify as 

Surrealist ; one can be temporarily involved with the movement and later reject it ; one can 

write for a Surrealist journal but not necessarily agree with the philosophical ideas behind 

the movement and so on.  As such, the thesis as a whole has taken an expansive definition 

of Surrealism and includes protagonists that have some Surrealist element to their work 

without necessarily abiding by the Bretonian definitions as set out in the Surrealist 

Manifesto (1924). Pivotally, it has been argued that ‘Cosmopolitanism’ often appears as a 

double-edged strategy, involving the very reactionary, repressive forces it seeks to overturn. 

The cityscape as a nodal centre of cosmopolitan activity has been explored in all Chapters of 
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this thesis with Surrealist activities in Paris, London, Bruges, Brussels, New York, Mexico 

City, and Shanghai all being elaborated. It is through these cityscapes that photography 

emerges as a pivotal vector and practice which disseminated the key aesthetics and 

intercultural politics of the Surrealist movement.  

 

Photography therefore played a pivotal role in ensuring Surrealism’s global transmission. 

This was achieved in many different ways. The Surrealists had drawn inspiration from 

Symbolist photographers appropriating orientalist aesthetics, combined with the advent of 

a global periodical publishing network and the invention of photo-literature depicting the 

cosmopolitan cityscape. Photography in Surrealist periodicals helped popularise non-

Western iconography, capitalising on a European penchant for the exotic, whilst 

concurrently tapping into an international network of ethnographers, ensuring an increased 

presence for these interests on the world stage. Surrealist exhibitions enabled artistic 

photography of non-Western artefacts, giving them the same status as works of Western 

art. In turn, such innovations and transcendence of taxonomies generated a great deal of 

new attention in the press. Similarly, documentary photography of non-Western artefacts 

seemed to provoke as much public interest as seeing the real objects themselves.  This is 

indeed highlighted by the popularity of Man Ray’s photographic output which crossed the 

divide between avant-garde and mainstream publications, enabling him to break the colour 

barrier in Harper’s Bazaar magazine with his Surrealist photography of Adrienne Fidelin. 

Mexican photographers such as Lola Alvarez Bravo and her husband bolstered the 

popularity of an established Surrealist network in Mexico by re-situating its culture, politics, 

and traditions in international journals.  In China, photographic appropriations of Surrealist 

techniques ensured the successful international dissemination of Lang Jingshan who 

partook in hundreds of international exhibitions, imbuing the ancient traditions of Chinese 

Ink Painting with new life.  

 

Finally, this thesis has brought to the fore a new way of situating Surrealism in its wider 

context as an avant-garde modernist movement. From this perspective, the objective of this 

thesis to explore Surrealism as ‘Cosmopolitan’ is not taken lightly. In comparison to other 

modernist counterparts, the geographic expanse and global appeal of Surrealism still 

remains understudied, as does the extent of its intercultural exchange. Of course, whilst 
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Symbolism drew extensively from non-Western cultures, it was only rarely taken up by non-

Western artists. Cubism drew from African art and travelled as far as the United States, the 

Czech lands and Russia but did not really penetrate Latin America or Asia until after the 

Second World War. Expressionism spread throughout Europe and America and even South 

Africa in the modernist epoch but falls short of the wide-ranging expanse of activity enjoyed 

by the Surrealist movement. Perhaps the pivotal innovation of Surrealism in comparison to 

these other Modernist tendencies, was the scope and variety of its photographic activity 

from the very inception of the movement. Futurism temporarily embraced photography but 

later ex-communicated photographic practitioners from the movement, citing that the 

medium was not sufficiently dynamic. Cubism broadly confined itself to painting and 

sculpture. Symbolism embraced painterly depictions of the photographic medium, but did 

not encompass the potential of the photographic innovations brought about by the 

Surrealists.  Ultimately, Surrealism, like photography, has an indexical relation to the real.  

This thesis has demonstrated that Surrealist Cosmopolitanism emerges as an empirical 

reality as well as an unfolding dynamics of vision, through a new understanding of 

Surrealism’s global sphere of influence, and not as an erstwhile utopian dream.  

(79,802 words)  
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	3.7 British Museum photography at the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition 
	At the minutes of the organising committee on April 22nd, 1936, exhibition secretary Diana Briton Lee states: ‘Mr Nash reported that he has visited the British Museum with Mr Sykes Davis and had selected certain objects, which could not be removed from the Museum but could be photographed. He suggested that 3’ x 2’ enlargements should be hung’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA719). It is subsequently noted at a later undated meeting that ‘Mr. Nash reported a letter from photographers offering to do half a do
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	Finally, a photograph of a ‘Sinnet trap to Capture Souls’ from the Danger Islands, Polynesia is compared to Paul Nash’s Mansions of the Dead (1932).  Apropos the artwork, a journalist from the Manchester Guardian on the 12th of June 1936 summarises: ‘Paul Nash erects scaffolding in interstellar space’ (SNGMA Archives: GMA A35/1/1/RPA721). Indeed, 
	contrasting perceptions of the afterlife between Western and non-Western artwork are apparent in the 1936 Surrealist exhibition. 
	 
	The Danger Islands ‘Sinnet trap’ is referenced in Sir James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890). Freud often cites the observations of Frazer in Totem and Taboo.  Importantly, Frazer’s work tries to identify common trends between the world’s different religions instead of promulgating their differences. The Surrealist exhibition has very similar aims.  Frazer notes: ‘The Sorcerers of Danger Island used to set snares for souls. The snares were made of stout cinet [sic] which about 15 to 30 feet long’ (20
	 
	 A different dynamic is at work in Paul Nash’s Mansions of the dead, inspired by Sir Thomas Browne who attempted to reconcile Christianity with science and Antiquity. Browne states ‘Before Plato could speak the soul had wings in Homer, which fell not out, but flew out of the body into the mansions of the dead’ (Tate: 1984). This projects an image of a terrestrial abode in the heavenly realm, complicating the relationship between terrestrial and metaphysical, Eros and Cosmos. The watercolour has an anamorphi
	selected artworks reifying the faith of non-Christian religions for the exhibition despite his own devout convictions in an elaboration of Surrealist syncretism as demonstrable in his work. 
	3.19 Summary 
	4.1 Introduction  
	4.2 Adrienne Fidelin 
	4.3 La Mode au Congo 
	 
	4.4 The Generalised Nude 
	4.5 Solarisations 
	Figure 4.8 Lee Miller, Pique-nique à Mougins, 1937, photograph, 20.3 x 19.7cm, National Portrait Gallery, London 
	 
	4.6 The Bal Nègre and Beguine 
	4.7 Lola Alvarez Bravo 
	4.8 Cosmopolitan Feminism  
	Figure 4.12 Lola Alvarez Bravo Untitled (Juan Soriano Reclining), 1937, photograph, dimensions unknown in Elizabeth Ferrer (2006) Lola Alvarez Bravo, New York: Aperture p.32 
	 
	Interrogating the place of the woman within Catholicism also seemed to be a preoccupation for Bravo during the 1930s. In her photograph, La Ultima Cena (Pocos Los escogidos) [The Last Supper (few invited)], the inaccuracies of religious iconography are laid bare, in a sculpted representation conveying only six of the twelve disciples.  Indeed, regarding Bravo’s religious photography Wright-Rios (2014:201) states ‘the images testify to clumsy human attempts to conjure the sacred.’ Along these lines, Bravo al
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	It seems then, she was being trained for male adoration in the same way as embodied by the Madre Matiana.  
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