The art of dreaming

».;."{"3 Surrealism: Desire Unbound

An exhibition at the Tate Modern, London, UK, showing unal Jan 1, 2002.

he painter, Marcel Duchamp,

said that eroticism was the only

universally understood “ism”,
which leaves surrealism among those
less well understood movements.
Indeed, anything that defies our
expectations or is not entirely mundane
now risks being classified as “surreal”.
Sur-realism, literally, is a higher real-
ism, to be attained by bringing
together two experiences of
reality: that of the unconscious
and dreams with the reality of
waking life. Reality seems to
be like a dream and dreams
seem to be real.

In Surrealism: Desire Unbound,
Andre Breton, the unofficial
Pope of the surrealists, is quoted
as saying that desire “was the
sole motivating principle in the
world, the only master humans
must recognise”, We desire so
many different and sometimes
conflicting things, but the surre-
alists, like Freud, were mainly
interested in sexual desire. They
believed that we have been
brutalised by work and enchained by
reason. They wanted to' set free our
imaginations and desires and let art
enable the human mind to express pure
thought. Surrealism began in Paris as a
literary movement that experimented
with the technique of automatic writing.
But it is much harder, some would say
impossible, to reduce the element of
conscious control in painting, and some
of the works in this exhibition are the
products of artsts who, paradoxically,

seem to wish to exercise dictatorial
control over their subject matter and
material. Despite the yearning to break
social taboos, there is something
dishearteningly regulatory and bureau-
cratic abour their group photographs,
meetings, and manifestoes.

Some of the works here are Freudian
ideas cast into pictorial form. In Giorgio

Rene Magritte, The Lovers (1928)

de Chirico’s The Child’s Brain, a work
that hung in Breton’s apartment, the
father’s sallow, fleshy torso fills the
frame. He has wispy, feminine eyelashes,
an etiolated moustache, and a goatee
beard; a red bookmark protrudes
symbolically from the book on the shelf
in front of him. Max Emst’s slapstick
version of Michelangelo’s Pieta has a
self-portrait of the artist as the son being
stiffy cradled by his besuited and
bowler-hatted father. Intended to be

jokey and deeply disconcerting at the
same time, these oedipal works now
seem like trivial Freudian cartoons.
Surrealists saw human beings as
creatures driven by desire for a love
object. The paintings here depict various
male sexual fantasies of women, from
the sentimental to the sadistic. Rene
Magritte’s The Elustve Woman shows a
tny naked woman fixed to a stony
surface and surrounded by giant male
hands. In Magritte’s The Rape the
woman’s face becomes a genital zone
with breasts for eves, a navel for a nose
and a pubic mound as a mouth;
this dumb and blind sexuality
evokes our pity. Magritte’s
Lovers are also blind; they
appear to kiss, but their heads
are covered in grey sheets so
that they can neither see one
another nor touch each other
with their lips. The surrealists
declared aesthetics to be obso-
lete. Instead of the beautiful and
the good, they wanted the
authentic and the emotionally
powerful: the shocking, the
convulsive, the accidental, and
the sinister. But rather than
abolishing aesthetics, they un-
wittingly created a new one.
The works of female surreal-
ists have been neglected and it is a virtue
of this exhibition that it presents several
of these artists. Meret Oppenheim’s
remarkable fur-coated cup, saucer and
spoon, Le Dejeuncr en Fourrure, retains its
power simultaneously to attract and
repel the viewer. As Robert Hughes has
noted, “The action it implies, the artist
bringing her lips to a hairy receprtacle full
of warm fluid, makes Oppenheim’s cup
the most intense and abrupt image of
Lesbian sex in the history of art”.
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Dorothea Tanning’s Birthday shows the
artist standing before an endless series of
half-open doors; she wears a modem
skirt, a blouse with elaborate antique
sleeves and a green fantastic overdress of
intertwined naked bodies; at her feet
squats a monstrous winged creature
with gun-barrel, stuporous eyes.

However palty and tawdry many of
the works in this exhibition may now
seem, surrealism lives on in the imagina-
tion. Even if surrealists failed in
their political and social aims, their
ideas have seeped back into the modern
consciousness, partly through the works
of some contemporary artists, but much

more powerfully via advertising, i
ironic that what was intended to libergge
the human spirit has mainly ended up g
an instrument of consumerism.

Paul Crichton

Royal Marsden Hospital, Fulham Roag,
London SW3 61J, UK
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