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Dada Beginnings

At its inception in 1916, Dada was a Zurich based anti-art movement aiming to expose the false consciousness, absurdity and meaninglessness of both previous art and literary movements, and the art-loving public, generally. As with the later Existentialists, Dada writers exposed (often in a flippant manner) the nihilism (or void) that they saw as central to modern life. The German artists George Grosz and Max Ernst, and the French artist Marcel Duchamp were early converts. Dada was responsible for popularising (among artists and writers) certain techniques (some drawn from Futurism and Cubism), roughly summarised as: concrete or phonetic poetry, bruitisme (the art of noise), collage (to bring together disparate, decontextualised elements to make a new picture—e.g. cut ups of newspaper text, bits of wallpaper etc.), photograms (abstract light and shade effect related to photography), photo-collage and nonsense dialogue. Dada artists wanted to free art and literature from the prison cell of bourgeois commodification and hypocrisy. Dada later became the basis for a more openly Marxist art and literature of ‘happenings’ (‘60s Fluxism)—the fluxist goal being to take back ‘communal space’ through unique multimedia performances, i.e. like Dada, Fluxism was a form of anti-art. 

Surrealism

Surrealism evolved out of the Paris Dada scene between 1920 and 1923. The name was first coined in 1917 by the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, but it was Andre Breton, Louise Aragon, Philippe Soupault and Paul Eluard who turned the idea into a movement. The writings of Andre Breton—especially his Surrealist Manifestos written between 1924 and 1942—were seminal. Some have described surrealism as a fusion of five cultural sources: late Romanticism, Symbolism, Expressionism, Psychoanalysis as well as Dada. In the 1924 manifesto Breton emphasises a sur-realist critique of ‘realism’, thus situating modernism in a clear lineage of anti-realist movements (the Decadents and Symbolists in particular). At its height the surrealist movement captured the imaginations of some of the Western world's most innovative artists and writers and the techniques and modus operandi of the movement have been a constant sources of inspiration for later generations of the same.

In the dictionaries Surrealism is often defined as both a technique of creation and a philosophy of life, for example:
Pure psychic automatism by means of which we propose to express either verbally, in writing, or in some other fashion what really goes on in the mind, unhampered by conscious control and having no aesthetic or moral goals.

Another definition, from the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, elaborates on the philosophical dimension:

Surrealism is based on the belief in the higher reality of certain types of association previously neglected, in the omnipotence of dreams, and in the free unmotivated play of the mind. It tends to undermine all other psychic mechanisms and to take their place in the resolution of the principal problem of life. 

We can perhaps point to three major features of that aesthetic—all of which had technical dimensions in terms of art/literary practice: 1) the importance of humour and the absurd, 2) a love of scandal and shock tactics and 3) what we might term the ‘automatism’ of love. Such proclivities birthed technical innovations derived in part from Dada and the couch of the psychoanalyst. Surrealism wanted to broaden and expand the dimension of the real – hence sur-realism (or ‘hyper realism’). There is a reality out there (and in here) to be apprehended it’s just that it happens to be vaster and more wondrous than our everyday conditioning allows us to experience. Surrealist art and literature was a tool developed to aid people in their quest for interior liberation.

The emphasis on the unconscious as understood by Freudians, on dreams and intuitive ways of understanding the world, is pronounced. We are a long way from what I’ll call the Island of Realism that still to some degree dominates conventional thinking about ‘reality’ with its emphasis on a scientific (i.e. Newtonion) understanding of the world as explored through materialism—Blake’s tyranny of the senses five. What are the other features of Surrealism?
Herbert S. Gershman in his book The Surrealist Revolution in France writes that “The Surrealist aesthetic can be reduced to one theme: the attempt to actualise the le merveilleux (the marvelous).” To him Surrealism theorised that human beings are ordinarily ‘sleeping whilst awake’. We are in a sense sedated by society and upbringing and thus forced to live banal, mediocre lives. Only the marvelous—which to a surrealist is the path to the beautiful—can wake us from our premature sleep. Unlike Romanticism, the marvelous as defined by Surrealism is generally speaking a ‘secular’, i.e. ‘godless’, phenomenon—one could almost call it a ‘psychological’ phenomenon. This emphasis on the extraordinary made for an anything goes approach to literature—bizarre forms of literary experimentation were encouraged (and legitimised) if their goal was the liberation of human beings from mundane reality.

In this sense Surrealism was also profoundly anti-bourgeois since to its chief proponents mundane reality was an outgrowth of bourgeois ways of seeing the world. Surrealists were almost pathologically opposed to what are today called ‘Middle Class Values’. They despised all aspects of philistinism labeling it petty, small-minded, money-obsessed, object-obsessed, vapid, socially conformist and, ultimately, psychospiritually destructive. In terms of aesthetic critiques, nineteenth century ‘realism’ with its close links to scientific and rational thinking was seen as an outgrowth of a bourgeois world-view based on property rights and moral hypocrisy. As a consequence Realism needed to be challenged and surpassed by a new literature, a ‘sur-realism’ that could bring to life the true interior lives of human beings. Only through this new literature/art could the psychologically barren, disenchanted and self-limiting world-view of the repressed middle classes be opposed. Not surprisingly many established 19th century literary conventions were rejected outright by Surrealist writers, poets and artists.

Surrealists also developed an implicit critique of ‘enlightenment reason’. Its practitioners objected to the idea that science and reason would eventually describe to us all aspects of the world and the human soul. According to the Surrealists reason, science and the bourgeois worldview had led directly to the horrors of the First World War.

Surrealists were also heavily influenced by Freud (high priest of modernist ‘unreason’) and other psychoanalysts—though it has been noted that Surrealist artists had a more developed sense of humour than their psychoanalytic cousins. The liberating power of the ‘unconscious’ figures prominently in Surrealist literary theory. Much that is of real importance to humankind must be dredged up from the unconscious by techniques that put our rational minds to sleep for a time. In a sense then they were following Freud in their desire to remind people that at base the self has sexual and aggressive elements that become manifest in apparently irrational impulses and fantasies—and never more so than when we are presenting to others as moral, rational, conventional creatures. In a sense the more rational and the more moral a person pretends to be the more unconscious, i.e. in the grips of ID instincts, he or she is likely to be. Breton, in his Second Manifest of Surrealism, perhaps summarized this aspect of their critique best when he wrote:

(Surrealism) declares that it is able, by its own means, to uproot thought from an increasingly cruel state of thraldom, to steer it back onto the path of total comprehension, return it to its original purity. 

In terms of technique, surrealists emphasised ‘shock’, ‘laughter/humour’, ‘accident/chance’ and the importance of ‘play’ (lumped together under the banner of ‘the absurd’ but perhaps taking a lead from Freud’s work on jokes as manifestations of important unconscious content). The rational mind asks us to be purposive, realistic, serious, rational and logical, the unconscious mind, however, according to the Surrealists, responds best to those who have a sense of humour and enjoy life's foibles, accidents, ironies and absurdities - who are prepared to look to their dreams for inspiration and who are not afraid to indulge in adult play. Surrealist thinkers developed a range of techniques designed to give what the Freudians call ‘the pleasure principle’ free reign. Surrealist humour, however, was characteristically dark given its satirical attack on bourgeois seriousness. Breton captures well the tone of surrealist humour when he discusses his attitude to science (that most serious of bourgeois pastimes) in his First Manifesto of Surrealism:

And ever since I have had a great desire to show forbearance to scientific musing, however unbecoming, in the final analysis, from every point of view. Radio? Fine. Syphilis? If you like. Photography? I don't see any reason why not. The cinema? Three cheers for darkened years. War? Gave us a good laugh. The telephone? Hello. Youth? Charming white hair. Try to make me say thank you: “Thank you.” Thank you. 
 

Automatic writing techniques loosely derived from the psychoanalytic technique of free-association were also central. The surrealists emphasised the role of the unconscious and of personal neurosis in creative productions and celebrated and explored the meaning to be found in what Kristeva would later term ‘the abject’ and what Freud, writing at the time, linked to the sexuality and violence associated with the ID (a key structure in Freud’s version of the unconscious). Given the Surrealists were vehemently anti-bourgeois (unlike Freud) they sought to use their writings/art to shock (or perhaps humour) society out of what they believed to be its elitist, fossilized view of art—of art disconnected from life. 

Although psychoanalytic ideas certainly contributed much to Surrealism its major practitioners were not blind to the other major cultural revolutions of their era. In particular Russia was in the throes of revolution and Marxist-Communist conceptions of the role of art in social relations were in the process of being formulated (what eventually became the dreary party-line art known as ‘social realism’). Many surrealists had Marxist/Communist sympathies, partly inspired no doubt by surrealist commitments to the concept of ‘liberation’ (as espoused particularly by Breton in ‘The Political Position of Today's Art’ (1935). The alliance, however, was always an uneasy one, and in truth the true politics of surrealism is best understood as anarchistic in tone. 

There is also a profound existential dimension to Surrealism. The pessimist, nihilistic element in the movement, the disavowal of conventional thinking in favour of irrational, highly personal outbursts issuing from the unconscious of a particular individual (however absurd and socially unacceptable) expresses key themes to be found in early to mid-20th century existentialist thinking—more about the Island of the Existentialists later!  

As an extension of Surrealist critiques of conventional morality the key proponents developed what the Fluxists would later term ‘art happenings’ or ‘events’. They deliberately disrupted bourgeois notions of ‘art’ with scandalous interventions and tactics designed to shock the establishment. From the beginning of the movement Breton and his friends enacted their poetic by staging newsworthy pranks aimed at shocking the censors of art, state appointed arbiters of taste and other upholders of the literary and artistic canon—the goal being to free poets and the like from the dead weight of the past whilst at the same time exposing the hypocrisy of mainstream moral codes. Clearly a movement based on shock and scandal was going to be profoundly different in tone and form to the work of canonized movements. Again Breton, in The Second Surrealist Manifesto reveals a darker side to surrealist notions of ‘scandal’—and, into the bargain, becomes unwittingly prophetic regarding the social trends of the late twentieth century:  

The simplest Surrealist act consists of dashing down into the street, pistol in hand, and firing blindly, as fast as you can pull the trigger, into the crowd. 
 

Creative performances or ‘events’ became central to Surrealist notions of literature and art and also represented a refusal to observe the artificially created ‘boundaries’ between literature/art and normal life created and maintained by mainstream society. This aspect of the movement unleashed a ‘succession of Parisian shocks and scandals, whose aggressive, continually newsworthy tactics thenceforth became an integral part of the movement.’ 

Another important element of the Surrealist poetic helped launch what later became known as the ‘sexual revolution’. Why? Because they wrote about the impossibility of genuine ‘love’ for anyone trapped inside bourgeois, traditional (read ‘religious’), in a word, ‘conventional’ modes of being. To the surrealists love is, by its very nature, an irrational almost mystical phenomenon. This appealed to the surrealists who viewed it as an advanced form of 'automatism'. To them it freed men and women from a hum-drum existence, encouraged dreams and 'mad emotion' and led those it struck on to new worlds, new discoveries. The core, however, was honesty about passion and this kind of love could sweep away all other forms of inauthentic living. It was a ‘love’ that made peace with the Id, with apparently irrational fantasies and impulses. Surrealist love attempted to remove the chains of subjective oppression and eventually helped smash conventional notions of sexuality and relationship in the West. 

Summary

The Surrealists, along with the Dadaists, perhaps produced the world’s first genuine ‘anti-literature’ or ‘anti-art’, i.e. art or literature powerfully conscious of the means and methods of its own ‘production’ in the Marxist sense. 
The danger of course among all this mayhem and radical innovation, this near inversion of Western notions of the purpose of art and literature—i.e. rooted in Platonic and Aristotelian traditions which saw art and literature as servants of the sublime, the beautiful and the transcendent—is that: 1) profoundly substandard material is trumpeted as ‘great literature’ (whatever that means), and 2) a literature of the trivial, an art based on toilet humour and quick gags develops. Alternatively, 3) a literature based upon the ‘darker dimensions’ of the human psyche rather than the up-lifting dimensions may develop. 

The first critique can be easily dismissed—all movements have given birth to aesthetically inferior art, and as we will see the notion itself of ‘inferior’ versus ‘great’ art needs, and receives on another ‘Island’, profound interrogation. The second critique is potentially more damning, though again fundamental notions about the purpose of art and literature are at issue. From the surrealist perspective there is no greater purpose for the composition of art than the full and total liberation of all of the latent, repressed, oppressed faculties of the human soul. A literature that liberates is, to them, more useful, more beautiful than any number of literatures that ignore such dimensions of being and do little more than decorate the cave of inevitable suffering.     

From the 1950s on Surrealism tended to be seen as a universal plea for the revival of the imagination based upon the unconscious as revealed by psychoanalysis. By this definition magic, accident, irrationality, symbols and dreams are emphasised and given due weight.

�  Dictionary of Modern Thought, Fontana, p.833, 1988.





