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Abstract

Queer Surrealism: Desire as Praxis

Peter Dubé, PhD

Concordia University, 2018

This dissertation examines an overlapping range of concerns, practices and ideas
shared by surrealism and gay liberation and attempts to situate them in relation to each other in
order to theorize a specifically “queer surrealist” nexus and identify its political and creative po-
tential for the present day. In order to do so it identifies three particular loci of concern: the
erotic, aesthesis as a perceptual mode, and the occult, and then examines the specific treat-
ment and theoretical use the two movements made of these in order to identify generative pos-
sibilities for their synthesis. Building on this analytical work, the dissertation then proposes a
model of a Queer Surrealism as a deliberate cultivation of subjectivity rooted in praxis and posi-
tioned against a perpetually deferred and utopian horizon that consequently requires constant
rearticulation/reimagining. It further offers a research-creation component (a collection of prose
poems) that attempts to actively engage and embody these ideas as a complement to the criti-

cal or theoretical exploration.
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PART 1: THEORY
CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

PROJECT OVERVIEW

Queer Surrealism: Desire as Praxis argues for a generative network of overlaps, intersections
and shared concerns existing between surrealism and queer liberation. It proposes that these
two traditions articulate related, and powerful, synthetic visions of the potential available to both
human experience and the organization of the social. It points towards the possible synergies
that might arise in considering them together and bringing their practices into alignment. It
makes such claims despite André Breton’s well-known homophobia, which the present writer
has considered in other places', because its focus is on the movements’ shared practices and
ideas rather than on the personalities of individual members, however prominent. Furthermore,
this work honours these commonalities without insisting on their identity, asking instead what
they might learn from one another and what potential might lie in working through their practices
simultaneously and tracing the many subtle lines of force tying them together and opening up
the possibility of what | am now calling “Queer Surrealism.” This is a potential, | will argue,
whose investment in desire holds ramifications for our conception of subjectivity and the political
alike.

Arising out of the ferment of the powerful modernist and leftist currents sweeping across
Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, the Surrealist account of subjectivity/identity is transforma-
tional, oppositional, and integrative, concerned with attempts to bring the various levels of the
psyche into closer synthesis while transforming its relationship to the world. It sought, in Bre-

ton’s words to “transform the world” and “change life” as it is lived daily. In their efforts to do so,

" Most notably in the introduction to the anthology Madder Love.



the original group would appropriate techniques from psychoanalysis such as the interpretation
of dreams and automatic writing (for which they owe an equal debt to mediumism and its culti-
vation of trance states), publish startling texts about interior life and the pulsations of desire, de-
velop and play intricate verbal and visual games, blur the lines between various forms of ex-
pression, indulge in sessions of cultivated trance states and aimless wandering through the city
in search of the marvellous, issue fiery tracts decrying what had hitherto been the assumed
foundations of the social, and painstakingly cobble together an alternative history or genealogy
for their movement.

A couple of generations later, the early Gay Liberationists would develop an account of
subjectivity that emerged from the ferment of the sixties counterculture and the politics of the
New Left. From this model they would seek to transform the experience of the city by imagining
and creating eroticized spaces in its blank zones, exploring forms of sexual activity long re-
pressed and, as Foucault (Sex, Power, 384) has suggested, creating new ones, transforming
conceptions of gender, the family, and the individual, publishing startling accounts of hitherto
unspoken experiences of selfhood and painstakingly erecting an alternative history or geneal-
ogy of the emergence of a movement and its place in the world.

Thus, both movements postulate a new vision of subjectivity and new ways of being in
the world simultaneously. This brings us to another programmatic similarity. In generic or formal
terms, the articulation of a shared vision becomes a matter of the manifesto: a formal statement
of the programme generated by that vision, and few groups have been more dedicated issuers
of manifestoes than Surrealism and the proponents of Gay Liberation, the first political queers.

The proliferation of public statements by these political and intellectual groupings
is a matter of historical record. The University of Michigan edition of André Breton’s collected
manifestoes includes no less than nine separate texts including the two Manifestoes them-

selves, the Prolegomena to the Third Manifesto, The Political Position of Surrealism and others.



These tracts lay forth the animating vision of the movement, its fundamental aims and the strat-
egies by which it seeks to achieve them. That volume, however, is far from an exhaustive selec-
tion of Surrealism’s public declarations, nor are these the sole documents to lay out first princi-
ples. In a 1934 lecture in Belgium, for example, Breton makes this succinct declaration re-
garding the movement:

[W]e have attempted to present interior reality and exterior reality as two el-

ements in process of unification, of finally becoming one. This final unifica-

tion is the supreme aim of surrealism: interior reality and exterior reality be-

ing, in the present form of society, in contradiction (and in this contradiction

we see the very cause of man’s unhappiness, but also the source of his

movement), we have assigned ourselves the task of confronting these two

realities with one another on every possible occasion, of refusing to allow

the pre-eminence of one over the other [...] ( Whatis Surrealism, 116)?
Elsewhere, he states: “Surrealism [...] asserts our complete nonconformism clearly enough so
that there can be no question of translating it, at the trial of the real world, as evidence for the
defense. [...] Existence is elsewhere.” (Manifesto, 47)3. Though these statements date from the
early years of the movement and a generalized scholarly misapprehension has it that Surreal-
ism ended with the death of André Breton, organized Surrealism in fact survives to the present
day and has continued to issue public declarations about its work and goals uninterruptedly.

Moreover, contemporary surrealists, Ronnie Burk most notably, have been equally involved in

2 “IN]Jous avons tendu a donner la réalité intérieure et la réalité extérieure comme deux éléments
en puissance d'unification, en voie de devenir commun. Cette unification finale est le but su-
préme de l'activité surréaliste: la réalité intérieure et la réalité extérieure étant, dans la société
actuelle, en contradiction — nous voyons dans une telle contradiction la cause méme du mal-
heur de 'homme mais nous y voyons aussi la source de son mouvement — nous nous sommes
assigné pour tache de mettre en toute occasion ces deux réalités en présence, de refuser en
nous la prééminence a l'une surlautre [...]" (Quest-ce que le surréalisme?,11)

3 “Le surréalisme, tel que je 'envisage, déclare assez notre non-conformisme absolu pour qu'il
ne puisse étre question de le traduire, au procés du monde réel, comme témoin a décharge
[....] Lexistence est ailleurs” (Manifeste, 60)



queer political formulations such as ACT UP, providing significant points of contact between the
movements and demonstrating the extent to which some participants at least find intellectual
and political value in the intersection.The 1997 anthology The Forecastis HOT collects “tracts
and collective declarations” by the movement in the United States issued throughout the ‘60s
and ‘70s while new Surrealist Journals such as Hydrolith (Berkeley) and Phosphor (Leeds, UK),
which began publishing in the 215t century, publish declarations and other texts by organized
Surrealist groups and individuals from around the world.

Though there is a tendency to view Gay Liberation as a purely political movement, even
the briefest review of the key journals, Gay Sunshine and Fag Rag for example, will correct any
such impression given the prominence of poetry in their pages and the attention given to more
general discussions of literature. And the literature of the more radical tendencies of the gay lib-
eration movement shows equal dedication to programmatic statements. From early in the move-
ment’'s emergence one might read the following in Carl Wittman’s now canonical (if too-often ne-
glected) Gay Manifesto (1969-1970):

“We want to make ourselves clear: our firstjob is to free ourselves; that means

clearing our heads of the garbage that’s been poured into them. This article is an at-

tempt at raising a number of issues and presenting some ideas to replace the old

ones.” (381)
A near-contemporary (1973) text offers this: “Our purpose is to urge all suchmen|...] to be-
come traitors to the class of men by uniting in a movement|...] to change ourselves from non-
masculinists into anti-masculinists” (Dansky et al, 436). In these affirmations we hear a call for
social and psychic transformation not dissimilar to that of surrealism: a demand to transform the
mind and the world, and for nonconformism (in gender performance, here, but other tracts have
other, related, concerns such as family structures or romantic relationships). This dedication to
the manifesto has continued among radical queers to the present day and become a recognized

hallmark of the movement(s). As Juhasz and Ma have noted, “Queers love manifestoes. We



love writing and reading them. From Sergei Eisenstein to Valerie Solanas to Chris Crocker,
queers have crafted manifestoes [...] [it] is a fitting mode of expression for those who have been
historically marginalized.” (360). Significantly, this statement was made in 2013 and prefaced a
selection of some fifteen new manifestoes by queer media radicals.

Having noted such related programmes and a shared investment in the manifesto as a
formal articulation of programme, one is left with the question of why these particular collectivi-
ties were driven to reconsider and restate their intellectual and political positions with such regu-
larity. Some possible factors are salient in a consideration of the thing itself, the manifesto: a
form that, as it lays out guiding principles, is necessarily subject to perpetual revision in the face
of new knowledge and changing situations. The word derives from the Latin word, manifestus,
meaning to make visible or comprehensible, but the trace of the word manus, or hand, is pre-
sent as well. From the level of etymology up, the manifesto is an action, a gesture. Thus any
such text should do more than simply propose action; it should, in some way, constitute action.
This understanding underlies Steven Marcus of Columbia University’s characterization of the
manifesto form as a kind of “action writing.” It is this dynamism that gives the form such appeal
to groups whose vision is not a question of understanding reality, but transforming it. Breton’s
Manifesto, for example, is a summons to a kind of epistemological insurrection, the true range of
which he declared both in that text, and in his “Speech to the Congress of Writers” where he
states bluntly: "Transform the world,” Marx said; ‘change life,” Rimbaud said. These two orders
are one for us" (241).% In clearly related terms, Dansky et al agitate for a total transformation of
masculinity, which is to say a fundamental change in one of the basic categorical divisions of
the social. But both these volatile utterances do not merely call for this or that action, they con-

stitute actions in and of themselves; they are performative in a number of significant ways.

4 *“ ‘Transformer le monde’, a dit Marx; ‘changer la vie’, a dit Rimbaud: ces deux mots d’ordre
pour nous n’en font qu'un” (Discours, 95).



First, and most basically, the highly charged language and rhetorical posture of the man-
ifesto as a form instruct readers in its reading or interpretation. As Mary Ann Caws has sug-
gested, readers are directly subjected to an attempt to bring them into agreement with the mani-
festo’s positions: “it wants to make a persuasive move from the ‘1 believe’ of the speaker’ toward
the ‘you’ of the listener or reader” (xx). In this way, the manifesto form, as a text that articulates
its concerns in the most deliberate and interpellating ways, creates “its own conditions for recep-
tion” (xxiii). The manifesto creates substantively new cognitive and experiential spaces, which
points to the profound performativity associated with surrealist and gay liberation work, both tex-
tual and lived.

Moreover, all manifestoes, insofar as they attempt to articulate a position relative to a vi-
sion or goal, necessarily create an “us” and a “them,” they divide the world into those who share
the articulated vision — its partisans — and those who do not, whether they cleave to the status
quo or to some other new vision. Such a rearrangement of the social is a speech act; it is an ef-
fect in the actual world. This is a characteristic of the genre per se, however the manifestoes
here at issue take it further; they do not merely divide the social programmatically, they add to
the order of the social in its very substance.

The manifestoes of surrealism and the queer radicals define new identities, new catego-
ries of people. With the issuance of the first Manifesto of Surrealism (a movement), the category
“surrealist” (a kind of practice certainly, but also a kind of person) enters the world. Moreover,
the surrealist is given a set of defining markers or properties: a concern with bringing together
aspects of existence previously seen as irreconcilable, the practice of automatism and revolu-
tionary fervour, for example. The early declarations of the queer liberation movements do similar
work; they create the contemporary “out” gay man. Prior to these declarations, outside of the all-
but-invisible gay underworld, there was no public notion of the gay man; in its place was the “ho-
mosexual,” a category determined not by self-affirmation, but by medical and legal institutions,

making it a social category in utter opposition to Wittman’s and Dansky’s (among others) call for
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liberation. Most importantly these are identities that are not conferred by birth, faith or culture,
but are based in and require action. To be a surrealist is to practice automatism, to seek the
magical “point of the mind” (Breton, Second Manifesto, 123)° at which binaries cease to obtain,
while to be a gay liberationist requires that one “come out,” a deliberate strategy first articulated
in such manifestoes and one that transforms the social (and quite possibly the economic and
security) situation(s) of the one who does so. An “out” gay man, after all, is as radical a transfor-
mation as that which saw the “sodomite,” (that theological creature) become the homosexual at
some point in the nineteenth century. Both these new identities require active engagement in
political action and it is in the confluence of desire, action and public affirmation that one begins
to first see the possible outline of a Queer Surrealism, another new vision; a vision in which the
subject and the world are seen as, to borrow from Breton, “communicating vessels.” In which
they are seen in some ways, as even consubstantial, wound up in the same net of desire and
transformed by it; a vision in which the familiar truism “the personal is political” takes on new,
and strange, senses and forms.

And here might lie some initial explanation of the vehemence, and the frequency, of
such public declarations. The issuance of a manifesto is the first of the actions that might get us
to this notion to a transformed world, or at least a transformed experience of it and its opportuni-
ties, spaces and pleasures. Manifestoes are insistent in tone because the stakes are so large
and the resistance so great. After all, as Quebec surrealist Mimi Parent once wrote, one must

“Knock hard. Life is deaf” (cited in Rosemont, xxix)

TERMINOLOGICAL DEFINITIONS
In a work tracing the subtle lines of force and praxis animating two cultural tendencies

with significant histories and contested senses, both of which share a conspicuous engagement

5 “un certain point de I'esprit” (Second manifeste, 72)



with language, definition and speech acts, it will be useful to take a moment at the beginning of
the project to define two central terms. Therefore, the words “surrealism” (and its cognates) and

“queer” (and its cognates and related terms) are used in the following way(s) in this dissertation.

DEFINING “SURREALISM”

The present work takes “surrealism” (and its derivatives and cognates) in its broadest
sense. As is generally the case, the word is meant here to designate the ideas and practices,
public statements and other manifestations of the artists, writers and thinkers associated with
the original Parisian group around Breton as well as those involved with other active and self-
identified surrealist groups (such as those in Prague or London, for example, though by no
means limited to those.) It also includes in its understanding of “surrealism” individuals active in
the movement for a time, even if formally “expelled” at one point. After all, surrealism was not a
formalized institution, had no “constitution” or governing body as such, and thus no person or
committee was actually empowered to take such action. This work also recognizes as surrealist
figures generally regarded as “dissidents” from the movement such as Georges Bataille and
those in his orbit, and the various publications and groups with which he was involved
(Acéphale, for example, and the Collége de Sociologie.) Though arguments have been made
that Bataille and his circle are best understood as external to surrealism proper, the balance of
evidence leans towards seeing the circle as part of a surrealist tendency writ large; certainly the
writing of the two coteries is often in dialogue (and this from so early — and oppositional — a tract
as Un cadavre) and individual persons travelled between the groups with regularity. There is a
clear sense that, as Michael Richardson has observed, attempts to dissociate Bataille from the
movement go against the author’'s own “affirmation of his fundamental solidarity with it, and his
general agreement with the thinking of André Breton” (Introduction, 1). Indeed, any close read-

ing of the published work makes it difficult not to note that “[tjaken as a whole, his early writings



appear as an alternative realization of the surrealist impulse and, as such, invite a renewed un-
derstanding of the meaning of this movement” (Hewson and Coelen, 3). Moreover, Bataille
acknowledges the fundamental relationship on numerous occasions, most notably when he
writes of himselfin 1946, well after the scuffles of the twenties and thirties, as surrealism’s “old
enemy from within” (Subject of Slumbers, 49).% This is a position he would reiterate and insist
on; for example, he does soin his essay “The Surrealist Religion” of 1948, when he writes of
surrealism’s accomplishments using the inclusive “us” and asserts his continuing commitmentin
this way: “I believe one cannot insist too strongly on the necessity of binding consciousness to
depersonalization. It seems to me that surrealism has gone a long way in this direction, but the
way remains open, and it is necessary for us to penetrate further into it.” (80).” Moreover, Ba-
taille, would actively defend surrealism’s continuing relevance against the attacks of the ascend-
ant existentialists during the post-war period, going so far as to assert that “in terms of man-
kind’s interrogation of itself, there is surrealism and nothing” (Subject of Slumbers, 51, italics in
original).®

Finally, and despite the many attempts by scholars to define or impose a historical termi-
nus for surrealism, whether it be World War 2 or Breton’s death in 1966, this study includes as
constituent of surrealism the work of the many writers and artists active in, influenced by, and
acknowledging the influence of, the movement up to the present day and (presumably) beyond.
Our understanding of surrealism is as a body of ideas and practices regarding the nature of con-
sciousness, desire, and the interpenetration of the subject and the world (both sensual and polit-

ical) deployable by anyone and not necessarily tied to any particular historical situation.

6 “son vieil ennemi du dedans, que je suis,” (Assoupissements, 31).

7*“Je crois que I'on ne saurait trop insister sur cette nécessité de lier la conscience a la déper-
sonnalisation. | me semble que le surréalisme s’est avancé profondément dans cette voie, il me
semble aussi que cette voie demeure ouverte et qu’il nous est nécessaire de nous y enfoncer
d’avantage.” (La religion surréaliste, 393).

8 “en matiere darrachement de Thomme a lui-méme il y a le surréalisme et rien” (assoupise-
ments, 32).



DEFINING “QUEER”

The particular value and largest efficacy of the word “queer” arguably lies in its unfixed na-
ture, the slipperiness of the various meanings attached to it. Such ambiguity has been present
in the notion of the queer from its beginnings; even at the lexical level the word is riddled with
complexity being at once an adjective, a verb, and a noun and having slightly different senses in
each of those cases. Its use, therefore, requires greater than typical efforts to clarify, or explain
its specific operations in particular texts. Such flexibility has no doubt aided in the process of its
wide taking up within the academy, where scholars have argued that the term is a “political met-
aphor without fixed referent” and “[insisted] on queer studies’ intellectual and political relevance
to a wide field of social critique [...] while realigning its political attentions, historical foci, and dis-
ciplinary accounts” (Eng et al, 1). This broadening of the notion of the queer and its deployment
in so various a range of interventions highlights both the flexibility of the term and its perceived
usefulness, however it does beg a number of important questions: how does so amorphous a
notion achieve theoretical coherence? What, in short, might it not apply to? Heather Love points
to this emergent issue in “Queer Theory’s Everything Problem” when she writes: “[w]hat makes
queer gravitate to these points of intervention and not others? Why not, in fact, everything?”
(175)

Although Love raises a pertinent question with significant theoretical import for the field of
queer studies, it remains possible to identify some potential points of coherence in how the word
queer has been deployed. Of particular interest to me in this project is the manner in which the
“queer” often attempts to position itself in a productive interstice: as being both transgressive by
nature (the queer as non-normative, taboo-shattering, eccentric) and unfixed or indeterminate
(the queer as neither-nor, fluid, mutable). This ambiguity is constitutive of the very notion:

Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate,

the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers. It

10



is an identity without an essence. 'Queer' then, demarcates not a positivity
but a positionality vis-a-vis the normative (Halperin, 62).

Furthermore, despite the broadened uses made of the term in a range of disciplines, queer
usually attaches itself specifically to transgressions of the normative in sexual behaviour or gen-
der presentation, and less often to other kinds of disallowed behaviours and ideas. A cross-
dresssing sadomasochist, for example, will be denounced as “queer,” but a council communist,
however sanctioned politically, socially or otherwise, will not be so identified. Thus, without nec-
essarily desiring to shut down “queer’s inexhaustible definitional mobility” (Amin, 179) the word
will be used in this narrower way here: in a way that recognizes that “little queer scholarship ac-
tually uses queer in an entirely dereferentialized manner,” that most often “queer scholarship
does in fact reference sex, gender, and sexuality” (179). The term will be used in examining a
number of representations of queer sexuality and queer identity in these senses in my research.
In particular | will engage with texts (both literary and cinematic) that deal with the culture of
cruising/public sex and BDSM activities. Such representations are valuable for my project be-
cause in both cases they act to destabilize “normative” understandings of such things as shared
versus private space, public and counter-public, and even what constitute “sexual”’ acts them-
selves; all of which are fundamental social, cultural and political norms. This offers the further
benefit of grounding my understanding of queer in praxis, in specific embodied contexts and sit-
uations, and such practice is foundational to my project here. Moreover, | will root my analysis in
some of the earliest moments of gay liberation, moments in which it was closely associated with
radical strains of the counter-culture, and trace the persistence of such strains through to the
present day; in doing so | will set aside the more recent emergence of an “assimilationist” or
‘homonormative” ethos which is at odds with an oppositional position. This oppositionality to the
normative will underpin my use of “queer” in its larger sense, when applied to situations, ideas

and contexts rather than to persons or specific subjects. However, given how such practices of-
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ten give rise to particular subject positions and communities, when denoting persons or particu-
lar queer sexual “subjects” however | will use the word “queer” even more specifically; | will gen-
erally be referring to gay or bisexual men, to the wide range of men who have sex (of various
sorts) with men. In some cases these men may also be members of other sorts of “queer” con-
stituencies (racial, gender, and so on) but my focus will be on their same-sex desires and prac-
tices. The culture of homosexually active men is my focus here for a variety of reasons: such art
and literature are the corpora with which | am most familiar and | find particularly fascinating res-
onances existing between them and the archives of surrealism. Moreover, and as will be ex-
plored in Chapter 2, sex and desire are constituent of both movements and thus a focus on sex-
ual identity and sexual behaviour is the most generative approach in theorizing a “Queer Surre-
alism.”

Finally, as meaningful research and exegesis require focus and depth and given how little
has yet been done in the area, this research constitutes a starting point in many ways, so a nar-
rower focus seems appropriate. Similar work could undoubtedly be done in respect to, for exam-

ple, lesbians and | welcome it.

DEFINING “GAY LIBERATION”

For the purposes of this project, “Gay Liberation” will be taken to refer to the political theo-
ries and ideas emerging during and just after the incidents of Stonewall in June 1969, which
were informed by the ideas and programmes of the New Left and that led to the formation of the
Gay Liberation Front.® These ideas conceived of Gay Liberation as profoundly entwined with
feminist, anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, and anti-racist politics rather than as a simple single-is-
sue movement for the decriminalization and/or depathologization of homosexual acts. They

were also less driven by identitarian approaches than contemporary gay politics and conceived

9 Martin Duberman’s Has the Gay Movement Failed? provides a succinct, clear account of the
GLF’s history, ideas and afterlives.
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of sexuality as a spectrum rather than a collection of defined orientations. The term will also be
used to identify contemporary approaches that consciously attempt to preserve, advance and
develop these ideas in the present day as can be found in the work of the Against Equality Col-
lective, Gayle Rubin and many queer anarchist groups and writers. “Gay Liberation” is thus
meant to suggest a political conception and/or programme that is invested in social transfor-
mation in the broadest sense rather than the acquisition of “rights” and “privileges” within the ex-

isting system.

DEFINING “DESIRE”

The word “desire” is used here in a sense closely tied to the psychoanalytic tradition and the
Freudian notion of the “libido” as a form of “mental energy, with which processes, structures and
object-representations are invested” and which has “a source, the body or the id,” and “as being
distributed between various structures or processes” (Rycroft, 95), which operates as the “dy-
namic manifestation of [the sexual instinct] in mental life” (Freud, cited in Laplanche and
Pontalis, 239). Its use is also meant to suggest the sense of “wish” implicit in Freud’'s use of
‘wunsch” in the original German, and which is now usually rendered as “desire” in English. This
positions desire more specifically, for Lacan in particular, as operating “in the rift which sepa-
rates need and demand; it cannot be reduced to need since, by definition, it is not a relation to a
real object independent of the subject but a reaction to phantasy” ( Laplanche and Pontalis,
483), a phantasy that, for our purposes here could take the form of another person, some object
or the elusive utopian horizon underlying the praxes of both surrealism and queerness. The

term “eros” will also sometimes be used to denote this energy as well.

RESEARCH QUESTION(S)

Thus, working from the aforementioned understandings my research project asks a
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number of interrelated questions regarding the nexus existing between queerness and surreal-
ism. These questions largely address overlaps or intersections of specific psychic, literary and
other practices, and the possible results of their coming together. Specifically:
i. What can we learn by studying queer theories and practices alongside the
ideas and practices of surrealism?
ii. What would a consequent Queer Surrealist aesthetics and political practice
look like, in theory and in creative practice?
iii. Despite the historical homophobia animating much of modernity, is a Queer
Surrealism possible, and what might its potential be?
Then, arising from — and in association with — these main questions, two underlying questions
become necessary:
iv. What aesthetic and political concerns and techniques are common to both
surrealism and queer writing and culture?
v. What are the creative and political potentials of a practice/practices that
operate(s) with a consciousness, not to say self-consciousness, of those

overlaps?

The synergies between these questions are both deliberate and productive. An examina-
tion of, for example, formal commonalities between surrealist and queer writing could feed a dis-
cussion of narrative constructions of subjectivity, or the role of genre in the generation of com-
munity. The notion of community itself opens up political questions. Similar investigative ave-
nues may be accessed through the ways in which particular themes become truth claims, or
considerations of the possible relationships between writing as a “practice” and other kinds of
spiritual or sexual practices operative within the movements, for example.

The first three questions (i - iii) are deliberately synthetic and intended to bring together the
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answers of the other two in a theoretical model for reading the texts of historical and canonical

surrealist and queer writers, while offering new avenues for contemporary work.

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

Given the programmatic impulse already noted at work in both surrealism and the
“queer” it becomes necessary to interrogate the motivations underlying the programmes: what
drives them; what are their goals and aims? What merits the attention and efforts of those par-
ticipating in the surrealist movement and the movement for queer liberation?

Despite the passage of almosta century, and one that has been particularly rich in artis-
tic and scholarly growth and ferment at that, surrealism continues to occupy a fraught, ambigu-
ous position in intellectual history. The archive of critical writing provides an indication of just
how uncertain this position actually is; even the briefest search will return studies whose titles
make the variety of lenses through which this peculiarly slippery object continues to be viewed
very clear. Such a search will, of course, find exegeses of surrealist visual art, cinema, and liter-
ature: arguments linking it to wildly divergent sorts of literary practices (Romantic and Objective
poetry, the horror fiction of the Gothic novel and that of H.P. Lovecraft, the tradition of porno-
graphic writing) but one will also find readings of the movement in terms of Marxist and anar-
chist politics (Gifford, Lewis), psychoanalysis (Lusty, Lomas), phenomenology and epistemol-
ogy, (Hegarty, Kavky) decolonization of the Caribbean, Africa and other regions (Fijalkow-
ski/Richardson, Ades, LeBrun), and, more recently, one finds studies of the movement in terms
of crime (Eburne) or of hermeticism and magic (Bauduin). Given the range and extent of surre-
alist activity, the range of critical commentary seems reasonable, indeed less diversity could
seem suspect. Though this variety certainly testifies to both the quantity and the precision of the
critical attention brought to bear on the movement it also indicates something of the elusiveness
of surrealism itself, its refusal, despite its multiple programmatic statements, to be easily classi-

fied — the refusal to specialize one notes in declarations like this:
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We have nothing to do with literature; But we are quite capable, when nec-

essary, of making use of it like anyone else [... ] Surrealism is not a new

means of expression, or an easier one, nor even a metaphysic of poetry. It

is a means of total liberation of the mind and of all that resembles it. (Bre-

ton et al, “Declaration”, 240-241, emphasis in original).'
Here, and in other similar statements, the surrealist project is its ambitions — and those ambi-
tions are vast: the desire to free not only the mind from its ordinary restraints but “everything
that resembles it” as well, which — necessarily — can only be the object of the mind: the world as
it is experienced. Moreover, statements such as this by Louis Aragon, demonstrate that such an
expansive self-conception was both deliberate and determinant:

We have seen then what the Surreal is about. But to really understand the

concept we have to extend it; view it perhaps like the horizon which contin-

ually flees before the walker, for like the horizon this concept exists be-

tween the mind and what it knows it will never reach. (Wave of Dreams,

23)"
In this passage, Aragon offers a clear description of the “surreal,” necessarily the defining objec-
tive of a movement called “surrealism.” It is a sort of utopian place or thing, a horizon that is
aimed for by all surrealist activity but, paradoxically, it is a goal which he bluntly affirms one
should never expect to achieve. Unsurprisingly, so broad an objective as surrealism’s has led to
a critical tendency to read specific manifestations of the movement very closely (hence the di-

versity of the archive), but to leave summative declarations more general. Michel Foucault, for

9”Nous n’avons rien a voir avec la littérature; Mais nous sommes trés capables, au besoin, de
nous en servir comme tout le monde [...] Le surréalisme n'est pas un moyen d’expression nou-
veau ou plus facile, ni méme une métaphysique de la poésie; Il estun moyen de libération to-
tale de l'esprit et de tout ce qui lui resemble,” (“Déclaration”, 218-219)

" On voit alors ce gu’est le surréel. Mais en saisir la notion ne peut se faire que par extension,
au mieux c’est une notion qui fuit comme 'horizon devant le marcheur, car comme I'horizon elle
est en rapport entre I'esprit et ce qu'il n’atteindra jamais,” ( Une vague,18).
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example declared surrealism’s purview to be the “domain of experience” (Breton, 12) while
Maurice Blanchot spoke of it as “ a pure practice of existence,” (407). Though these readings
reflect surrealism’s avowed ambition to transform life and the world at once, they provide only
the broadest framework for engaging with both the movement itself and the span of critical ap-
proaches to it.

Significantly for this work, a similar broadness of ambition can be discerned in the work
of writers, artists and thinkers working in the field of LGBT studies and Queer Theory. In his ger-
minal work Cruising Utopia José Esteban Mufioz writes of queerness thus:

Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we

are not yet queer. We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the

warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never

been queer, yet queerness exists as an ideality that can be distilled from

the past and used to imagine a future. (1)
His suggestion that “queerness” acts as a horizon echoes, in ways both profound and genera-
tive, Aragon and Breton’s quest for the “surreal.” For Munoz, queerness too is something to be
envisioned, pursued or sought for, and it contains the possibility at least for radical transfor-
mations of subjectivity, lived experience and the social all at once. He addresses this radical po-
tential directly in an interview with Lisa Duggan when he says “[t]his is the most generative mo-
ment in the utopian function. [...] It is the goal of enacting a world, the actual creation of that
goal and the actual movement towards that goal” (Hope and Hopelessness, 279). Here Mufioz
points to the significance of the ideality he identifies; it operates both as an endpoint and a basis
for practice, and it is bluntly utopian. Thus, as such statements make clear — one from a promi-
nent contemporary queer theorist and the other from one of the key first generation surrealists
(and later Marxist poet and theorist) separated by the best part of a century — what ties their
thought and strategies together is a shared focus on a foundational ideality. These are idealities

that, though distinct from one another, share some very curious qualities or characteristics: each
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is a horizon, or endpoint, against which not only is reality measured, but against which it is ex-
perienced and one that one might not expect to ultimately reach. To that extent, both are mod-
els of an imagined utopia. “Utopia,” a word for a human-realized paradise whose very etymolog-
ical roots (it derives from the ancient Greek words for “no place” or “howhere”) contains within
itself a suggestion of its own impossibility. If something is nowhere can it be said to exist? More-
over, to freight the term for the loftiest of human social and political aspirations with the spectre
of its absence, its relentless deferral, is to create a signifier that can only be haunted: haunted
by its own ephemerality, and how much else? The matter is made worse, of course, when we
consider the history of actual attempts at utopia.
José Esteban Mufioz makes the point thus:

The history of actually realized utopian enclaves is, from a dominant per-

spective, a history of failures. Hope and disappointment operate within a

dialectical tension in this notion of queer utopia. Queerness’s failure is tem-

poral and, from this perspective, potentially utopian, and inasmuch as it

does not adhere to straight time, interrupting its protocols, it can be an

avant-garde practice that interrupts the here and now. To perform such in-

terruptions is not glorious or heroic work. (Cruising Utopia, 155).

This reflection of Muioz’s (like the one above) appears in a book rooted in a founda-

tional insight regarding the impossibility of achieving actual “queerness” and its consequent im-
mense value as a horizon, an ideality that can be extracted from the existent, and the past, for
the imagining of the future. Building on Ernst Bloch’s work, Mufioz draws the connections be-
tween queerness and utopia, asserting time and again the “not-yet-hereness” of the queer and
the ways in which its perpetual deferral is the source of its inexhaustible potential and a sort of
happy failure at same time. He insists “[qJueerness and the politics of failure are linked insofar

as they are about doing ‘something else’ “ (154) and undoing the stranglehold of normativity in
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areas as far-ranging as the experience of time (think of the late start times of Jack Smith’s per-
formances) and the experience of sex (the curious intimacy and impersonality that operates in,
for example, public cruising); both “queerness” and some version of “failure” are driven by a per-
petual, and finally unsatisfiable, longing for possibility. Foregrounding the role of longing or de-
sire, Munoz states that “queerness is a structuring and educated mode of desiring that allows us
to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present” (1) and he stresses its performativity and
its denaturalization (151). In this way, as a kind of desire queerness can and will push at limits
and sometimes fail to satisfy, and in so doing provoke new efforts towards new objects: a dia-
lectical process whose specificity Mufioz confronts head on.

Significantly enough Breton makes a similar concession regarding the utopian horizon
that motors the political, philosophical and creative efforts of surrealism:

| 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. It is in quest of this surreality that | am
going, certain not to find it but too unmindful of my death not to calculate to
some slight degree the joys of its possession. (Manifesto 14).'?

Thus these theorists/poets hold that neither of these idealities has ever actually been im-
mediately experienced, nor have they any expectation that one will ever know it, and it is in that
unknowability, at least partly, that its value is understood to be. The horizon allows for perennial
reconsideration, perennial hope, and perennially new pleasures.

Importantly, this frank sidelining of the question of achievability places the whole value of

the horizon in its pursuit; in its constituting an object of desire. This is entirely consistentin the

2%Je crois a la résolution future de ces deux états, en apparence si contradictoires, que sont le
réve et la réalité, en une sorte de réalité absolue, de surréalité, si 'on peut ainsi dire. C’est a sa
conquéte que je vais, certain de n'y pas parvenir mais trop insoucieux de ma mort pour ne pas
supporter un peu les joies d'une telle possession.” (Manifeste, 24)
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case of these two, for lack of a better word, movements, both of which are particularly con-
cerned with the domain of the erotic; as we see here, both “queerness” (however that is con-
strued) and the “surreal” are in Buiuel's words“obscure objects of desire,” which we pursue
without necessarily ever achieving, or even expecting to achieve. This ideality, constantly pur-
sued and never attained, is thus always deferred. However, it is once again a specific sort of de-
ferral: always repositioned, reconsidered, reoriented and thus renewed. One always fails and
starts again, but rather than despair, this failure generates new action in an echo of Beckett's
“fail again, fail better.”

Moreover, in the context of queers and surrealism however, this ideality is more than an
individual psychic formulation, it partakes of the social because it is shaped collectively, in small
groups, and this adds a particularity to it. Such a dedication to the social dynamics and implica-
tions of subjectivity will be central to my discussion here because it is the best possible re-
sponse to Drew Daniel's questioning of Mufioz’s conception of the utopian horizon when he in-
quires: “are there easy to trace collective experiences and behaviours and affects that treat ‘the
scene’ rather than ‘the person’ as the essential level of description? Are there queer forms that
already formally enact the collectivity and ephemerality that Mufioz stakes his hopes upon?”
(328). The challenge remains, as Mufioz wrote in an essay on punk, “to look to queerness as a
mode of ‘being-with’ that defies social conventions and conformism and is innately heretical yet
still desirous for the world” (Gimme Gimme, 96).

That said, this embrace of a perennially deferred paradise opens the interpretive
door very wide, and legitimates new ways of reading the movement as practical forms of move-
ment. They show us that the protean nature of either (or both) the queer and the surrealist pro-
ject makes it susceptible to approaches beyond the hermeneutic; it is responsive to epistemol-
ogy and affect, to politics and even to erotics. They suggest that the key to understanding the
movement lies not in analysis exclusively, but in synthesis, not in isolating themes, ideas or

tropes but in knitting them together and tugging at the connections. That intuition, in fact, lies at
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the heart of the current project, my attempt to theorize a Queer Surrealism, because queerness,
specifically its articulation in the early years of Gay Liberation (and in the work of that moment’s
heirs) has a similarly sweeping ambit: a desire to transform politics, culture, notions of gender
and intimate relationships of love and desire at one fell swoop. Thus my concern here will be to
review the current critical literature with an eye concerned not so much with exegesis alone, but
with synthesis and — beyond that — generativity. | want to see not merely where the critical writ-
ing has gone and how it connects, but what those connections might open up, where they might
lead. Some of the subtle lines of force joining these accounts are clear even from this brief a
consideration of their programmes. My argument, however, — by building on the work of Mundz,
Tim Dean and others — attempts to articulate even more fundamental connections and common-
alities in order to theorize the ways in which both models, by predicating their endpoint as a per-
petually displaced and utopian horizon — whether the “surreal” or the “queer” — whose very unat-
tainability is a generative engine, leads them to create practices of the self that are simultane-
ously psychic and social, and that open on new forms of community.

Such openness is vital because it not only recognizes past work and accomplishments
by both surrealism and scholarship, but it acknowledges that — despite any number of critical
obituaries — the movement continues to thrive in the present day (active surrealist groups circle
the globe from London to Buenos Aires, Stockholm to San Francisco, Prague to Portland) and
creates space to investigate how such past work might inform future investigations, including my
own. Central to this work is a handful of methodological tools.

The methodological core of this monograph is the close reading of a number of key texts
in the corpora of surrealism and LGBT literature. The analytic component of the dissertation at-
tempts always to combine close readings of individual texts (cinematic and literary) as both free-
standing objects and participants in larger bodies/assemblages of works so as to tease out their

individual meanings and their relationships to enlarged — and communally shared — signifi-
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cances: erotic, philosophical and social. Such situated meanings require that some of the tech-
niques of historiography/historicization whether traditional, New Historicist or Foucauldian, be
brought to bear.

Two main bodies of literature are significant for this study: work by surrealist writers and
scholars of surrealism, and work by the queer writers and theorists from the Stonewall insurrec-
tion (or shortly before) to the present day. My interest in these corpora is motivated by a number
of factors: first, they constitute the artistic canons of the movements that are my primary focus
here; both bodies of work articulate the growth and development of strategies and techniques
for the deliberate cultivation of a particular kind of subject; both articulate a theory of cultural pol-
itics whose goal is some form of liberation; and both take desire, conceived of as a drive rooted
in the unconscious, as a force with significance for the social. All of these factors are relevant to
my development of a model of Queer Surrealism, since it too seeks to address the, arguably
false, binary of psyche and social. Thus, each of these bodies of literature is reviewed/surveyed
in light of my guiding research questions in order to tease out any shared concerns and/or areas
of contention with import for my work.

Critics dealing with the central claims for surrealist practice as articulated in the Mani-
festo provide valuable access points for me. Thompson’s article “The Automatic Hand” identifies
a number of factors in the emergence of automatism and its subsequent role in surrealist prac-
tice, underlining the significance of, in particular, psychoanalysis and spiritualism as the vital
background to the surrealist appropriation of automatic practice. She further points to what the
surrealist movement found particularly valuable in automatic writing: its ability to sidestep the
prison of subjectivity and make connections not accessible to ordinary consciousness through
linguistic means. Furthermore, questions about forms of practice in automatism, with its semi-
trance states, debts to mediumism, and visionary images call up the central position of the oc-

cult for surrealism which has been well dealt with by a number of scholars on whose work | will
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build in order to tease out the simultaneity of the surrealist pursuit of personal and social trans-
formation.

Morrison’s essay “Ethel Colquhoun and Occult Surrealism in Mid-Twentieth Century Brit-
ain and Ireland” is a noteworthy instance of critical examination of specifically surrealist use of
occult techniques and images, and is exemplary of new avenues for criticism that aim to rede-
fine the contours of the surrealist adventure beyond the precincts of the purely literary and artis-
tic. Where much current writing, that of Gandara for example, focuses on the use of hermetic or
alchemical imagery in the work of various authors and artists, Morrison takes the visual and tex-
tual production of mid-twentieth century artist lthell Colquhoun as a particularly resonant case
study from which to examine the development of both British and international Surrealism in
light of the contemporaneous occult revival. His article is effective in making the historical and
intellectual links between the movements clear and offers a convincing case for Colquhoun and
her work as a locus of overlap and synthesis of a number of diverse strands of thought.

The publication of Tessel M. Bauduin’s comprehensive monograph, Surrealism and the
Occultin 2014 is arguably the current high-water markin the surge of interest in the subject
area and the first major work to explore the the full range and diversity of surrealism’s invest-
ment in the occult. The author attempts to reconcile two of the most common critical positions
on the question: one that see occult ideas as marginal to surrealism and the other that main-
tains occultism is a central, even determinant focus of the movement. My own work, building on
these critics’ efforts to determine the extent to which surrealism might be imbued with the occult,
will focus on different questions: not so much the “if" of whether or not the movement was con-
cerned with the occult which has largely been demonstrated, but the "why" and “what” of how
and to what ends the surrealists put such lore. To ask, in effect, what was the use value of such
tropes and practices to the movement?

Love and desire (like occultism) are foundational for much surrealist art and literature,

from Breton’s novels to Bataille’s pornographic texts, and consequently have been the focus of
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a concomitant body of critical work ranging from monographic and historical reviews of the no-
tion’s insistent centrality over the course of the movement’s history like Mahon’s Surrealism and
the Politics of Eros, to more narrowly focussed articles like Székely’s “Text, Trembling: Bataille,
Breton and Surrealist Eroticism.” Central to the discourse around the erotic in surrealism is the
recognition that, within the group, it was always conceived of as a force, “one of man’s primary
means of unsettling and interrogating reality, of recovering collective psychic forces and of
launching socio-political revolt” (Mahon, 16) and as “not only convulsive, [but] expansive”
(Székely, 114). This focus on the erotic impulse’s power to both shatter and yoke together, as
both personal and transpersonal — social, political, and spiritual, for lack of a more precise word
—is what makes it so pertinent to my work on Queer Surrealism which necessarily focuses on
both the disruptive and integrative aspects of a worldview that takes desire as a primary consti-
tutive element. In doing this, | develop a theorization that attempts to reconcile Breton’s con-
struction of "mad love” with Bataille’s ideas of eroticism as a limit experience while tying them to
recent debates in Queer Theory around the tensions between what has been referred to as “the
antisocial turn” and Mundz’s utopian ideas which is to say an account that, in the tradition of the
surrealist "sublime point,” refuses binary logics.

Of course the erotic, with the power of attraction/adherence it necessarily implies, leads
us to the question of community. Community is central to the surrealist worldview. The move-
ment saw itself as a collective undertaking from its origins; it took form as a closely knit group
that met daily for formal discussion and the playing of games. It issued tracts publicly declaring
its official position on various issues and events and outlining its fundamental principles, updat-
ing them as needed to reflect the developments in its thought and programme. The Manifesto

makes the surrealist intention to form a defined, active group abundantly clear with its compila-
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tion of signatures, rigorous formal statements, and list of those who have “performed acts of AB-
SOLUTE SURREALISM’ (26)."3

The notion of community is, furthermore, a central focus of some research with particular
relevance to my ongoing study which also attempts to situate surrealist approaches to the sub-
ject in its political context. Helena Lewis’ The Politics of Surrealism remains a key source for the
movement's involvement in Marxist organizing in the 1930s and Steven Harris’ Surrealist Art
and Thought in the 1930s engages with some of these issues and their cultural importin ways
that offer my own research a number of avenues for exploration. More recently scholars like
Gifford and Grindon have undertaken a reading of surrealism in connection to the anarchist tra-
dition with pertinence to my own thinking on the matter which, increasingly, tends to turn around
the movement’s postwar rapprochement with libertarian thought and practice in its concern with
organizing and action outside of the Parti communist frangais. This anarchist tendency in surre-
alism becomes, in my project, one of the threads binding it in a “nexus” with the radical edge of
Gay Liberation.

The matter of community and the political are also central to consideration of queer peo-
ple's historic participation in surrealism, and some recent scholarship has turned its attention to
the area — in particular work by See and Howard on the writing of Charles Henri Ford, an early
American adherent to surrealism. Both of these critics read Ford and (co-author) Parker’s novel
The Young and Evil in terms of the way it makes use of specifically surrealist techniques to rep-
resent and embody the dynamics of a community of gay men gradually coalescing in the early
twentieth century. Moreover, their insights outline the ways in which the intertwined influences of
the two models of being, surrealism and queerness, flowed back and forth in shaping the novel.

See’s reading in “Making Modernism New: Queer Mythology in The Young and Evil” explores

13 “Ont fait acte de SURREALISME ABSOLU” (Manifeste, 36)
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the ways in which the novel’s use of “poetic lineation, spatializing parataxis, stream-of-con-
sciousness narration, and surrealist imagery and thematics” (1073) works towards a “queer
turning point for American modernism [establishing] a historically inchoate tradition of gay folk-
lore [and creating] a new queer (rather than specifically gay) myth for that folklore” (1098).
These discussions are useful for my project because they demonstrate the ways in which, even
in the earliest years of their respective emergence, both surrealism and queerness were con-
cerned with their shared resonances, and thus are suggestive of the way such concern has con-
tinued, and should continue still.

Thus, my project will undertake to synthesize the work done by these critics in analyzing
various aspects of surrealist thought and writing in a way that foregounds their rootedness in
practice, whether textual, erotic, spiritual or political, as a way of being and being in the world: a
lifeway that, in rejecting facile binaries, refuses to see being as separate from doing. This said,
of course, See’s reflection on homosexuality and surrealist poetics points us to the second body
of literature with relevance to my project: the corpus of work in LGBT studies and Queer Theory.

The enormous body of critical work in LGBT studies and Queer Theory offers my re-
search rich and varied resources. The work of José Esteban Mundz, in particular his Cruising
Utopia , discussed above, and his late essay “Race, Sex and the Incommensurate” are founda-
tional to my project. Mundz's postulation of queerness as a highly mobile horizon rather than a
reified state will be read in conjunction with Breton’s notion of the “supreme point” articulated in
the Manifestoes which serves, | argue, much the same function for surrealism and surreality.
Consequently, my project reads both the creative and critical corpora regarding surrealism and
queerness with an eye to how they function as textual placeholders for this always-revised and
reiterated self-in-tension-with-the-world as it creates new possibilities for a shared being-in-the-
world.

The notion of striving towards, reaching or exceeding the limits of what is seemly, or

26



even what is normal and normally possible, also informs Tim Dean’s much-commented on Un-
limited Intimacy: Reflections of the Subculture of Barebacking. He argues that “barebackers”
(gay men who practice unprotected anal sex) see themselves as deeply connected to one an-
other in creative ways that constitute an attempt to move beyond, or exceed, established social
arrangements that mark this subculture as at least unconsciously utopian.

The notion of the performative arises repeatedly in recent thinking on queerness notably,
for my study, in Sedgwick’s articles “Around the Performative: Periperformative Vicinities in
Nineteenth-Century Narrative” and “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or,You're So
Paranoid You Probably Think This Essay’s About You” which both offer me methodological
tools for reading and a theoretical framework for what the act of reading does, what various
modes of reading generate both affectively and socially. Also relevant from this angle is Anna
Poletti’s recent article in the GLQ which examines life narratives from the point of view of their
performativity and periperformativity. Writing that a “life narrative is a performative utterance that
brings into being both a life and a self [and reiterates] discourses and ideologies that constitute
both personhood and the intelligibility of what meaning may be found in ‘life’ itself’ (366) Poletti
complicates further the well-established argument that such accounts “give voice” to marginal-
ized groups. In its place, she favours a careful consideration of how narrative works at both the
formal and the social level, emphasizing the role of “collage” and “citation” in both their construc-
tion and reception: the ways in which such accounts might involve “the performance, close read-
ing, and reenactment of popular culture in a way [that might] ‘priz[e] the form away from its con-
tent’ and ‘valu[e] style and the ‘playing of roles’ “(Poletti, 370). Another important source on per-
formativity and self-fashioning is the later work of Foucault found in Technologies of the Self ed-
ited by Gutman, Hutton and Martin which assists me in positioning queer practices of the erotic
as having world making import.

Such analysis, as it does in the case of surrealism, leads to the realm of the political.

Some works of significance for my project in this area are the anthologies Post-Anarchism
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(Rousselle and Evren eds.), Queering Anarchism (Daring et al. eds.) and Anarchism and Sexu-
ality (Heckert and Cleminson eds.) as well as Benjamin Shephard’s article “Bridging the Divide
Between Queer Theory and Anarchism” all of which explore the productive linkages between
desire, sexual (and bodily) practice, and political engagement and arrangements.

From these sources my project endeavours to outline a conception of Queer Surrealism
as a deliberate, and/or self-conscious, deployment of desire (an unconscious drive) into prac-
tices that work to shut down the either/or logics of normative views of the self as always distinct
from otherness and from communities construed as pre-existing social formations into which
one situates oneself. | articulate a Queer Surrealism that strives instead to pursue radical, and
fugitive forms that are perennially co-created and revised; that are, in surrealist parlance, forms
of poetry and/or the marvellous.

One should note also that, given how significant psychoanalysis has been to the surreal-
ist and queer movements and the body of criticism regarding them, the dissertation makes use
of analytic concepts in order to tease out the possibilities of a “Queer Surrealism.” | draw on Tim
Dean’s work in Beyond Sexuality, and his response to Edelman’s model of the unconscious in
ways that allow for unconscious desire to be not the extinction of the social, but its reinception,
as bases for my arguments about sociality as practice. Further, two specific critical formulations
are central to my analysis: the “nexus” (DuPlessis and Quartermain) and Nachtréglichkeit
(Freud, Arnold).

Nachtréglichkeitis a word initially coined by Freud in a letter to Wilhelm Fliess dated 14
November 1897 in which he calls the notion “a new piece of knowledge” and “[mentions] it five
times, even though he does not define it or provide any theoretical details” (Eickhoff, Modernity,
1454) regarding it. Though the word appears to have first appeared in that letter, Freud had al-
ready shown that it was possible for “a memory [that is] repressed [to] become a trauma by de-
ferred action” (Freud, Project, 270) an observation that contains within it the essence of the con-

cept. Generally translated into English as “belatedness,” “afterwardness,” or “deferred action”
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(Eickhoff, Phylogenetic Factor, 53 - 54) nachtréglichkeit is meant to denote a specific psycho-
logical phenomenon in which some (often early) memory, which had previously held relatively
little significance, takes on greater import later in life when it is more clearly understood, result-
ing in trauma, or as Geckle writes “[t]he historical cause, not recognized as such at the time,
only [becomes] so later, while that which should be its effect, first works its way back to be the
cause (cited in Eickhoff, Modernity, 1454). Glecke’s observations points to the two essential as-
pects of nachtéglichkeit: its “after-effect and retroactivity” (1461) which is to say the mannerin
which the delayed content of some traumatic incident only takes on its fullest meaning when
subsequently reconstructed from a distance. The concept has continued to interest psychoana-
lytical theorists since Freud’s time as well; Lacan, for example, commented on a footnote in
Freud’s “Wolfman” case that the founder of psychoanalysis:

presupposes all the resubjectivizations of the event that seem

necessary to him to explain its effects at each turning point at which

the subject restructures himself[...]. What’'s more, with an audacity

bordering on impudence, he declares that he considers it legitimate, in

analyzing the processes, to elide the time intervals during which the event

remains latent in the subject. (Ecrits, 213).
Eickhoff observes of these remarks that “the past is depicted from the understanding of the pre-
sent instead of being kept and simply discovered in the memory. Therefore it will subsequently
only become what it will always have been in the future [...] which adds the future perfect to the
dialectic of temporality” (Modernity, 1456). Thus, nachtréglichkeit is characterized by a curious
dual temporality: an occurrence, a period of latency, and its reconstitution as specifically mean-
ingful.

Though the concept’s roots are therapeutic in nature, tied to the effects and treatment of

trauma, a wider use of it is possible. If as Jean-Michel Rabaté has noted: “One might say that

the entire status of literature can be defined according to a type of nachtréglichkeit, a deferred
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action that introduces a recursive temporality. Literature is not the immediate jotting down of
everyday events, but rather a staged delay” (50) then some elaboration is not only possible, but
desirable. Certainly some scholars have begun to make use of this model of “deferred action” in
generative ways. Cathy Caruth uses the concept in her examination of historical trauma and
readings of, among others, Duras, Resnais and Kleist. She writes of Freud’s treatment of the
the Romantic epic Gerusalemme Liberata thus:

If Freud turns to literature to describe traumatic experience, it is

because literature, like psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex

relation between knowing and not knowing [...] Just as Tancredo

does not hear the voice of Clorinda until the second wounding, so

trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in

an individual's past, but rather in the way that its very unassimilated

nature — the way it was precisely not known in the first

instance — returns to haunt the survivor later on (3 - 4).
She thus creates a particular resonance between the “belatedness’ (nachtréglichkeit) of mean-
ing and its instigating agent that is tied to narrative, or the stories we tell about such instigating
objects that travel across time and recreate themselves. Humann also explores the possibilities
of nachtréglichkeit, specifically how it relates to narrative time in Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the
Goon Squad. In her article she suggests that: “[p]resented with such a complex narrative struc-
ture,” it is “only through [...] understanding this psychoanalytic concept of ‘afterwardsness’
[nachtréglichkeit] that readers are able to reconstruct the events of the novel into a coherent
narrative” (86). In this way Humann extends the possibilities of “afterwardness” even further
than the psychoanalytic argument, suggesting that there may be something of such deferred ac-
tion inherent in the narrative act itself whether it take place in the memory of some individual
subject (or of a culture, as Freud suggests in Moses and Monotheism, and which Caruth ex-

plores in some depth) or on a printed page. | build on some of these possibilities by suggesting
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that nachtréglichkeit may not be tied simply to trauma per se, but may animate other forms of
powerful affect insofar as they are constituents of the sense of self and may be mediated by a
variety of texts and their readings.

In this way, nachtréglichkeit offers me a theoretical model eminently useful to my re-
search for its assertion that it is possible for influence to flow both backwards and forwards in
time (Arnold, Objective and Surreal, 9) by making the meanings ascribed to the historical object
not simply a secondary overlay but a primary quality of the object as “constructed in the present
moment.” The use of this conceptual tool enlarges the possibility of Queer Surrealism, in which
the continuity between the communities of writing is present in its fullness in both terms and al-
ways has been potentially, whether realized or not. This seems especially apposite for the pro-
ject given that gay liberation and surrealism share an investment in (as is explored in Chapters
2 and 3) affect and the erotic and their cultural and political possibilities which are necessarily
defined and redefined by the passage of time and the developments of historical circumstance,
and given the importance Freud lent to the “primal scene” of sexual discovery in his theorizing of
the concept. Nachtraglichkeit, in this way, permits Queer Surrealism to be constructed in my
critical and creative practice as a theoretical space outside ordinary notions of causality and in-
heritance, which is to say allowing it, too, to operate as an ideational horizon lending form to a
particular discourse.

The idea of the “nexus” offers a not unrelated methodological opportunity for my work.
The term is used in a number of contexts, but the specific usage on which | am building origi-
nates with DuPlessis and Quartermain’s The Objectivist Nexus: Essays in Cultural Poetics,
where it is positioned against traditional notions of the “literary movement.” In their introduction
to that volume the authors state that their sense of the term is one “in which the linear, ideal lit-
erary historical narrative from production to reception gets disturbed, torqued, or folded upon it-
self’ (5) pointing towards one of the notion’s particular strengths: its ability to work outside the

reglementary regimes of normative historiography, encouraging mobility and a proliferation of
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interpretive avenues. Moreover, they position their critical formulation of the “nexus” against
other models of literary history explicitly:

To talk in terms of a literary movement is [...] to identify boundaries

of time or location, to examine manifesto, meetings and memberships,

marks of solidarity, a specific lexicon of debate, and, in reception

or consumption, to stress questions of conformity to or variation

from some extractable or centralized norm [...] Thinking in terms of

a nexus does not deny this complex of generative ideas, practices, and

ways of seeing , or undercut the shared interests, anguishes, and

delights that also distinguish literary groups or movements. However,

when writers think of themselves as a nexus, or when critics proceed

with this formation in mind, they no longer demand conformity of

the literary materials or producers, nor a temporal and philosophical

consistency of application, but rather a continued interest in the

grounds for debate. (22).
Thus, | take up the “nexus” as a model for examining the possible relationships between the
work of surrealists and queer writers, tracking such “shared interests, anguishes and delights”
as are common to them without a concern for “conformity of literary materials” nor any “temporal
or philosophical consistency” while elaborating the ways in which they resonate with one an-
other, the manners in which their differences harmonize and come together in a synthesis of
meaning, not by drawing the same conclusions necessarily, but by bending similar practices to
the related ends in different contexts, situations and affective environments. As DuPlessis and
Quartermaine affirm: “Thinking of a literary nexus offers a three-dimensional model of participa-
tion, production, and reception over time” (22).

In this way, my project takes up David Arnold’s Poetry & Language Writing: objective

and surreal as one possible model for doing so because that work proposes a similar “nexus”
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relationship existing between language writing and surrealism in order to “challenge the re-
ceived wisdom about the relationship between apparently established literary movements” (Ar-
nold, 10). Moreover, Arnold’s intuition regarding the connections between language writing and
surrealism underlines the complexity of surrealism’s afterlives, the myriad ways in whichits in-
sights, understandings and formal practices run in the background of much postwar and con-
temporary culture and motor my own investigations, while expanding the possibilities for literary
history. This expanded idea of literary history offers my work an approach to the movements un-
der consideration that resists the kinds of categorical and temporal closure that generally obtain.
It permits a reading of such work in a way that recognizes commonalities of concern and tech-
nique without requiring identity. This is vital to my project insofar as | do not necessarily mean to
propose that some surrealists were making queer work or, contrarily, that some queers were un-
consciously working within an explicitly surrealist tradition, though clearly either claim could be
true in a particular case. My concern here is to investigate shared terrain, shared affects and
practices and the ways in which they are deployed in pursuit of an ideality, and to identify the
ways in which that pursuit opens up new avenues, new potentials for such a pursuit writ large,
specifically a range of discernibly self-conscious textual and lived practices that take on primary
meaning when read against such a horizon. This positioning against traditional notions of “liter-
ary movements” serves my understanding of Queer Surrealism as a position not bounded by
time and locale, nor by individual authors and texts, but as a series of “transformations that

serve as new foundations” (DuPlessis and Quartemain, 22)

CHAPTER BY CHAPTER

PART 1:

4 The term refers to a group of American experimental writers emerging in the late 1960s and
early 1970s among whose prominent members are Leslie Scalapino, Charles Bernstein, Ron
Silliman and Lyn Hejinian.
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Part 1 of this dissertation consists of this introduction which lays out the theoretical and method-
ological guidelines of my argument, three chapters examining specific themes/areas of surreal-
ist and queer praxes that | will refer to as “probes” since the intent here is to probe or investigate
these ideas for their shared resonances and synergies: these areas are eros, aesthesis and es-
otericism. Part 1 then closes with a conclusion chapter.

Chapter 1: Introduction.

In this chapter | introduce the research project, set up, and position the material consti-
tuting the dissertation. | establish the central conception of an ideality underlying both Surreal-
ism and Queerness, define my understanding of those two bodies of thought and writing as well
as other key concepts (desire and Gay Liberation). The methodological assumptions regarding
nachtréglichkeit,or belatedness and the distinction between a nexus and a literary movement on
which | am building are explained. Then | briefly review some of the pertinent literature to estab-
lish the current understandings in the field and explain my ideas about the productive tensions
and synergies between them: how they will be shaped by my own analysis and creative work. It
also outlines and describes the contents of the individual chapters as a means of articulating an
initial overarching argument about Queer Surrealism.

Chapter 2: Eros

This chapter is the first of what | am calling my “probes,” chapters in which | consider
some of the central concerns | see operating in surrealism/queer writing and which therefore
point towards what might constitute a Queer Surrealism. In Chapter 2 specifically | look at Sur-
realist and Queer understanding of the erotic, and their treatments of it in text/moving image
narratives and poems. Passionate love and the erotic are central to the visions articulated by
these groups, and | argue that both understand them as simultaneously personal and social
forces: as powers capable of transforming all manner of relationships. Furthermore, this under-

standing of desire as a force with the capacity to reinvent social relations is extended beyond
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the merely intimate realm by both Gay Liberation and Surrealism, both of whom conceive of de-
sire as phenomenological, and as a model for relating to the world. In the implied context of that
relationship, | examine Breton’s claims regarding “objective chance” as responding to “inner
necessity” and desire.
Chapter 3: Aesthesis

This probe examines the idea of aesthesis, the ability to experience sensation, percep-
tion, and sensitivity, and its relationship to intellection (noesis) in the two movements. Specifi-
cally, | consider the concept epistemologically and phenomenologically, while attempting to re-
solve it theoretically in a model of aesthesis as shaping subjectivity and structuring relations to
the external world at once. My analysis turns around notions of sensual perception and specta-
torship, ideas of the aesthete/the aesthetic, and the collecting impulse among other things.
Chapter 4: Esotericism

In this probe | examine the role of the occult and spiritual practice in the two movements.
| deal with both mystical experience and magical practice in this section and endeavour to out-
line their use in the pursuit of both the Bretonian “sublime point” and the utopian horizon theo-
rized by Mufioz. By exploring particular treatments of occult iconographies and spiritual practice
| will attempt to further articulate the role of such as a critique of bourgeois rationalism and its
attendant social structures, positioning such ideas as tools in the movements’ strategies of re-
sistance and liberation.
Chapter 5: Conclusion

Following the probes, the dissertation’s Conclusion examines the ways in which work on
the self constitutes the creation of identities not based on pre-existing categories but generated
by practice. | argue that this is a form of politics insofar as it involves the creation of community
from imaginative action and in the creation of which — while not truly defanging them — one
might manage to sidestep some of the disciplinary functions of identities imposed by pre-exist-

ing social forms such as class, gender etc. | consider the specific ways in which Surrealism and
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Queer writing denaturalize the self and construct it not so much as a noun, but as a verb: as
“selfing,” a product of the interaction of the phenomenal world and psyche. Queer Surrealism is
situated in relation to an anarchist politics, allowing for a highlighting of the ways in which Queer
Surrealist self-fashioning presupposes the self as simultaneously a psychic and social structure
that is not merely an unproblematic “autonomous subject”, but a placeholder or useful fiction in
an ongoing process of becoming — one that operates “as-if’ it enjoyed autonomy even as it is

continually revised in a “life as writing practice.”

PART 2: Creative Component/Prose Poems
Chapter 6: A Note on Method(s)

This chapter discusses the formal strategies and working methods used in creating the
poems that constitute part of the dissertation. It also elaborates on the project as an act of re-
search-creation and how it can be read in terms of Chapman and Sawchuk’s categorizations
“Research-for-creation” and “Creation-as-research.”

The chapter explores how the sequence of prose poems is conceived of as a logical ex-
tension and embodiment of the theoretical questions, core concepts and interests of my re-
search. The “Headless Man” character is based on Bataille’s image of the acéphale: a symbol
he created to explore his ideas about “inner” or mystical experience and to represent the secret
society he founded to explore some of them. However, taking this symbol up now, and turning it
into a character, provides me with a number of significant literary benefits which will be elabo-
rated here.

Chapter 7:The Headless Man (poems)

Since a literary or writing practice that seeks to actively engage and embody such ideas

is integral to any critical or theoretical exploration of the line between understanding identity as

practice and its expression, | synthesize this research in a creative writing project.
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The project is a collection of linked pieces that follow the experience of a character iden-
tified simply as “the Headless Man” who awakens at the start of the book in a place that, alt-
hough based on our own world, is unfamiliar to him and seems to make no sense. As he moves
through this landscape he must make sense of it through his actions, in order to understand its
norms, patterns of behaviour, natural and man-made forms, and, in doing so, ultimately deter-
mine whether there is a place for him in a world that was not made in his image, or whether he
must imagine something different in order to be.

Finally, from a formal point of view, the finished collection will blur the lines between
verse and prose, narrative and lyric language registers and other literary conventions. In this
way, it participates in the long tradition of destabilizing genre categories — or “subversion” to bor-
row from Murphy — articulated by the prose poem as a form in which literary qualities seen as
incompatible are brought together in particularly charged ways, allowing this indeterminate
genre to act as an analogue for the destabilization of pre-existing identity categories. Moreover,
the text will be composed in a deliberately self-reflexive manner that, along with the character’s
particular experiences and his established literary context, will heighten this.

Chapter 9: A full bibliography will close out the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2

Eros

Both surrealist and queer liberationist thought and writing predicate as their endpoint a
perpetually displaced utopian horizon — the “surreal” or the “queer” — whose very unattainability
is a generative engine; this paradox necessarily raises important issues, most prominently
among them the manner in which such a frank sidelining of the question of achievability situates
the whole value of the horizon in its pursuit. So conceived, a horizon is necessarily, and always,
an object of perpetually renewed desire. From this arises the matter of what, consequently, is
the nature of desire, of eros, in such a context?

To the extent, then, that the pursuit of a utopian horizon animates the visions articulated
by surrealism and the radical gay liberation movement, it must at least partly “[manifest] itself as
the revolutionary yearning for an entirely different way of loving and another kind of society.
Thereby it remains faithful to what is yet to come” (Han, 46, emphasis mine). This “yet to come”
cannot be other than the “a-telos” of Mundz’s vision in all of its complexity, which requires a
broadened understanding of the potential of the erotic, one as complex as the urge to the uto-
pian itself: a conception that understands eros as simultaneously a psychic and a social force —
as a power capable of transforming all manner of relationships, including that between self and
other, and that with the social and material world. If “[s]ex or the libido characterizes a certain
energy, drive, passion, or enthusiasm for the object of one’s desire.[...] with directionality, ex-
cess, and release of energy” and “[....] takes one outside of oneself” while “[pJower, by contrast,
arises out of concrete relations with others” (Silverman, Philosophy, 1) then eros, the rush of en-
ergy towards some other, structures both individual subjects and the times, spaces, and con-

texts (social and political) of their intersection. This vision is foundational for any theorization of
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a Queer Surrealism, which requires a conceptualization of eros of that is simultaneously: (a) a
force in the world; (b) some form of structuring principle for experience; and (c) a matrix of rela-
tionality in both the intimate realm and the larger world.

Silverman’s characterization of the libido as directional and excessive points to the cen-
trality of the erotic conceived of as an energy or force. Given that both surrealism and gay liber-
ation have been informed in foundational ways by psychoanalytic ideas, their conceptions of
eros reflect to various degrees Freud’s insights regarding erotic feelings as “psychical accompa-
niments of biological processes” (New Introductory Lectures, 119) that “[arise] from sources of
stimulation within the body [and operate] as a constant force [which] the subject cannot avoid
[...] a certain quota of energy which presses in a particular direction” (120). This conception of
the libido as being intrinsic to life itself is tightly woven through the thought of both movements
examined here; surrealists and gay liberationists alike start from the assumption that the libido is
a psychic drive, rooted in the unconscious mind and thus a material affective reality with con-
crete effects. They recognize that erotic impulses prompt us to action, underpinning or prompt-
ing, for example, the whole range of our choices and decisions, but they further recognize the
way in which it also informs our perceptions, which is to say our understanding and experience
of reality itself. The necessary correlative of this is that a Queer Surrealist eros (or a surrealist,
or a queer, eros, for that matter) implies the subject’s relationship to the world is fundamentally
an erotic one, making more specific relationships merely an instance of a larger principle.

In this way eros becomes a sort of underlying force, or matrix, for relationality itself. It be-
comes the substance through which any subject meets the object — of whatever sort — of its at-
tentions/intentions. Han writes, in an insightful reading of Badiou with resonant implications for

”

the notion, of love as a “two scene,” “[interrupting the isolated perspective of the One, [and
making] the world arise anew from the vantage point of the Other, or Difference. Love, as an ex-

perience and an encounter, is marked by the negativity of upheaval: ‘It is clear that under the
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effect of a loving encounter, if | want to be really faithful to it, | must completely rework my ordi-
nary way of ‘living’ [habiter] my situation” (44-45). Thus eros, as a passionate form of love, not
only enables, but requires a transformed relationship to the other, whether an individual, an ob-
ject in the world, or the world itself.

For the surrealists, eros, the affective complex of love and desire, is a force capable of
uniting people and dissolving oppositions. In their work, it is a power that unveils the marvellous
and nourishes a capacity to transform the world; desire is “at the core of their utopian vision”
(Finkelstein, 77). Surrealist eros also shares something of Lacan’s understanding of desire as
relational, as a “relation of desire to desire [...] the desire of the other” (Concepts, 235) which is
to say as dialectical and invested in the mutual recognition of self and other, a situation fraught
with productive tensions (I recognize you, you recognize me) that make the experience a “reser-
voir of energy” (Székely, 116) in which “[t]lhe crux of surrealist love is a blending, but not a unifi-
cation of these drives” (115) and where “the struggle of Eros [...] exemplifies this most basic di-
chotomy i.e. between life and death drives — with the spectrum of other supposed contradictory
relations with which the surrealists were endlessly preoccupied (e.g. thought/action, dream/wak-
ing, real/imagined, past/future, reason/madness [...]" (115). For surrealists then desire, as a
place of encounter and reconciliation, is an experiential model for the utopian horizon of surreal-
ity itself; it is a force that structures experience and underpins relationality in all its forms and
such an understanding is elaborated at length in the movement’s works across disciplines and
media.

So, as an immanent force or energy and the matrix underlying relationality, eros be-
comes a structuring principle: not simply a way of coming to people, things and objects but a
way of making sense of them, a way of organizing them, interpreting them, tracing their con-
tours and significances as they arise and pass through us and the documents left to us by the
writers and artists of both the surrealist movement and gay liberation testify to this in the clear-

est imaginable way; therefore let us pass on to the consideration of some such texts.
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An examination of the archive/canon of surrealist works is sufficient to establish pre-
cisely how central desire is to the movement’s worldview. The theme is inescapable in surrealist
writing; no comparable avant-garde grouping shows such continued interest in both love poetry
and pornography. The year 1928 alone saw the Paris group begin a series of remarkably frank
round table discussions of sexuality that would continue until 1932 and the appearance of three
major erotic works: Mad Balls by Benjamin Peret, Irene’s Cunt by Louis Aragon and Georges
Bataille’s notorious Story of the Eye. A mere two years later, in 1930, Luis Bufuel's then-scan-
dalously erotic surrealist film, L/Age d'Or, would first be screened. In addition to eros’ ubiquity in
the writing, the movement made it the guiding theme of their 1959 International Exhibition which
featured 75 artists from 19 countries including Man Ray, Dorothea Tanning, Joseph Cornell,
Louise Nevelson and the Quebecer Alain Benoit in his now canonical performance work “The
Execution of the Testament of the Marquis de Sade” (Mahon, 154-155). Moreover, the cata-
logue of the exhibition included this notice to visitors by Breton: “The only art worthy of man and
of space, the only one capable leading him further than the stars... is eroticism.” (Cited by Ma-
hon, 143) The conjunction here of being led to a goal with the appearance of stars is telling; it
evokes the notion of a “guiding star” and navigation, or the charting of a course through the
world. It suggests the extent the surrealists see eros as sufficiently important to serve as the ba-
sis for the new order and way of life they seek to create. Moreover, the image of the star is cen-
tral to Breton’'s war-era work, Arcanum 17, in which he endeavours to chart a course for surreal-

ism after the massive destruction wreaked across Europe during the conflict.

MAD LOVE, CRYSTALLINE STRUCTURESAND THE TRANSFORMATIONS OF DESIRE

However ubiquitous desire may be in the surrealist canon, there are a number of texts
that turn a particularly keen eye on the matter; Breton’s prose work Mad Love is surely among
them. Though the book comprises an explicit theorization of surrealist desire, its composition as

an interwoven collection of narrative fragments, theoretical reflections and reminiscences, make
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it difficult to classify by genre. Moreover, Breton explores love, sexuality, beauty and passion in
the book while taking such feelings in the broadest conceivable sense, further complicating at-
tempts to categorize it. In addition to human relationships, he considers the pull of places and
the irrational fascination provoked by certain objects that have the power to “enlarge the uni-
verse, causing it to relinquish some of its opacity” (15)."® This interest in an affective relationship
to objects suggests the broadness of Breton’s understanding of the matter and is of sufficient
importance that it will be considered in the next chapter. Here however, the focus will be on the
book’s analysis of the attachment that develops between people; “this love, the bearer of the
greatest hopes [...] | am hard-pressed to see what could stop it from winning out in conditions of
life as they might be renewed” (92, emphasis in the original).'® Statements of this sort, which are
characteristic of Mad Love, suggest the social/political significance Breton sees in eros, a posi-
tion entirely in keeping with the surrealist programme since the group had, since its inception,
defined itself as “specialists in Revolt” (Breton et al., “Declaration,” 240). The political import of
love and desire was very much a concern for surrealists in the 1930s; the tract/manifesto ac-
companying a screening of Luis Bufuel's L’Age dOr in which the group affirmed that “[...] Love
demands the sacrifice of every other value: status, family and honour. And the failure of Love
within the social framework leads to Revolt” (Breton et al., L/Age DOr, 328)' makes the case
explicit. Moreover, Breton positions such feeling as being vital in navigating what he calls, in a
subtle nod to Baudelaire made more explicit in the translator’s rendition, the “forest of symbols”

(15)8, the network of correspondences between the mind and the phenomenal world so im-

15 “[...] d’agrandir 'univers, de le faire revenir partiellement sur son opacité,” (Lamour fou, 21-
22).

16 “cet amour, porteur des plus grandes espérances [...] je vois mal ce qui lempécherait de
vaincre dans des conditions de vie renouvelées” (Lamour fou, 135-136, emphasis in the origi-
nal.)

7 “..TAmour, [...] qui demande qu'on lui sacrifie tout : situation, honneur, mais dont I'échec
dans l'organisation sociale introduit le sentiment de révolte.” ('Age dor, 24)

'8 “Forét d’indices” (Lamour fou, 22).
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portant to surrealist conceptions of reality, suggesting that love-desire is simultaneously an en-
ergy, the “life force [...] and its own supposed polarity” as Székely states (113) and a method of
using that energy to structure life and relationships, a complexity requiring a close parsing of the
text on both the formal and thematic levels.

Mad Love intricately facetted and recursive structure makes space for various aspects
of erotic feeling to be treated repeatedly and resituated in the larger field of experience with Bre-
ton returning notably to their specifically psychic and political import. Of course, imagistic (and
analytic) proliferation and reconfiguration marks much of Breton’s work and is liberally repre-
sented in his poetry, notably in one of his most celebrated poems, “Free Union” with its cata-
loguing of the various parts or facets of his lover. It would be difficult not to envisage the poet
examining the beloved bit by bit, with each facet held up to the light in appreciation and an at-
tempt to locate a certain enchantment, in lines such as “Woman of mine with woodfire hair/With
thoughts like flashes of heat lightning/With an hourglass waist/\WWoman of mine with an otterlike
waist between the tiger’s teeth” (1-4)'° but the construction of Mad Love takes proliferation past
simple imagery and into the realm of form, highlighting the text’s interest in larger structures of
desire and the manners in which they are experienced.

Of his own experience of the power of love-desire Breton writes thus:

| have never ceased to identify the flesh of the being | loved and the snow
of the peaks in the rising sun. | have tried only to know the hours of love’s
triumph, whose necklace | here clasp about your throat. Even the black

pearl, the last one, | am sure you will understand what weakness attaches

me to it, what supreme hope of conjuration | have placed on it. | do not

19 “Ma femme & la chevelure de feu de bois/Aux pensées d’éclairs de chaleur/A la taille de sa-
blier/ Ma femme a la taille de loutre entre les dents du tigre” (L'Union libre, 1 - 4)
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deny that love has a difference with life. | say it should vanquish, and in or-

der to do so, should rise to such a poetic consciousness of itself that every

hostile thing it meets should melt in the hearth of its own splendor. (114-

116)2°

Breton’s insistence in this passage on “love’s triumph” specifically through “conscious-

ness of itself” emphasizes the degrees to which, for surrealism, desire is a form of knowledge
and a kind of action, specifically a kind of action in which “triumph” is a possible outcome, which
is to say a struggle. The emphasis given to the simultaneity of love and life accentuates such an
implication while declaring the centrality of eros to Breton’s worldview, but it is the closing affir-
mation of the passage in which “every hostile thing should melt” that confirms to the poet’s
sense of love as revolutionary force, capable of overcoming opposition at not merely the emo-
tional and personal level, but in the larger, and social, world. So central to the book’s theorizing
is this broadly political sense of the import of eros that “Breton’s philosophy of love [...]is an
idea of love staged in the terms of revolutionary politics, a love which does not so much com-
bine the personal with the political as ignore any distinction between them,” (Bellin, 7). Moreo-
ver, the belief is reiterated time and again in the text, another instance of its recursive and crys-
talline construction, notably in this passage: “| have never ceased to believe that among all the
states through which humans can pass, love is the greatest supplier of solutions [...] being at
the same time in itself the ideal place for the joining and fusion of these solutions” (42).2' Here

Breton breaks from the conception of desire as necessarily disruptive or antisocial, of affective

20“Je n’en ai jamais démérité, je n’ai jamais cessé de ne faire qu’'un de la chair de I'étre que
jaime et de la neige des cimes au soleil levant. De 'amour je n’ai voulu connéitre que les heu-
res de triomphe, dont je ferme ici le collier sur vous. Méme la perle noire, la derniére, je suis sur
gue vous comprendrez quelle faiblesse m’y attache, quel supréme espoir de conjuration jai mis
en elle. Je ne nie pas que 'amour ait maille a partir avec la vie. Je dis qu’il doit vaincre et pour
cela s’étre élevé a une telle conscience poétique de lui-méme que tout ce qu’il rencontre néces-
sairement d’hostile se fonde au foyer de sa propre gloire” (Lamour fou, 171-172)

2"”Je n'ai jamais cessé de croire que 'amour, entre tous les états par lesquels 'homme peut
passer, est le plus grand pourvoyeur en matiere de solutions de ce genre, tout en étant lui-
méme le lieu idéal de jonction, de fusion de ces solutions” (Lamour fou, 63-64).
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life as being in need of governance and opposed to reason and moral agency, in favour of the
surrealist conception of human mental life as fuelled by tensions that are productive. As Mahon
has observed: “[T]he surrealists broke with Freud’s insistence on the need to control Eros and
instead claimed that it should be deliberately unleashed for subversive, political ends” (15).
Moreover, if eros is understood as a kind of creative and transformational tension oper-

ating between people in Mad Love, Breton is not ready to grant that its efficacy stops there, sug-
gesting instead a far vaster ontological and phenomenological range for the operations of pas-
sionate response. Breton gestures to this expanded conception of eros a full five years before
the writing of Mad Love in his response to a questionnaire published by the Yugoslav Surrealist
Group in 1932 when he characterizes desire as “the medium through which nature generally
makes itself known to man, affecting him in relation to what is (and at the same time, to what is
not) and through which it expresses itself spontaneously to him as a fully formed imperative, en-
compassing all beings, real or potential at the same time” (cited in Mundy, “Letters,” 16). Thus,
an ongoing investment in, and investigation of, love and desire led the surrealist movement to
conceive of desire as a power capable of both provoking and harmonizing social, aesthetic, per-
ceptual and psychic contraries.

[t is there —right in the depths of the human crucible, in this paradoxical

region where the fusion of two beings who have really chosen each other

renders to all things the lost colours of the times of ancient suns, where

however, loneliness rages also, in one of nature’s fantasies which, around

the Alaskan craters, demands that under the ashes there remains snow [...]

(Mad Love, 8)*

22 “C’estla,tout au fond du creuset humain, en cette région paradoxale ou la fusion de deux
étres qui se sont réellement choisis restitue a toutes choses les couleurs perdues du temps des
anciens soleils, ou pourtant aussila solitude fait rage par une de ces fantaisies de la nature qui,
autour des cratéres de 'Alaska, veut que la neige demeure sous la cendre [...]" (Lamour fou,
12).
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Breton here points to the extent to which desire and love cannot only bind the social (two be-
ings) together, but also hold emotional forces (loneliness and fusion) and the forces of nature in
harmonious tension (ashes and snow). This ontological and epistemological conception under-
pins what Michael Székely has noted: “the surrealist conception of love is marked by a bias to-
wards the broadening of Eros, eroticism, itself. That is, surrealist eroticism is not only convul-
sive, it is expansive” (114).

The real import of this conception of eros operating as a psychic force animating the
world (and the experience of the world) while empowering relationality, however, takes a partic-
ularly striking form in one of Mad Love’s most renowned passages. In Chapter 4 of the book,
Breton offers an important case study: an account of what is called “The Night of the Sunflower”
which is a nearly perfect account of the operations of nachtréglichkeit. On that night Breton
meets and falls passionately in love with a woman of whom it seems he has been dreamily
aware, without being conscious of it, for eleven years (67). He comes to this realization when
the woman’s sudden appearance reminds him of an automatic poem he wrote more than a dec-
ade earlier, entitled “Sunflower,” which — over the course of the chapter — he decodes to reveal
a number of lines that seem to forecast, in the manner of a fortune teller, their meeting and ro-
mance (54-64). He takes the image of the “traveler walking on tiptoe” as a prefiguration of this
new woman and the unusual figuration “summer-fall” as predictive of the summer dusk during
which he encounters her. He feels the poem’s evocation of despair references the deep sad-
ness he was feeling at the time of the encounter and takes the reference to the “ball of inno-
cents” as identifying the Ossuary of the Innocents neighbouring the Tour Saint-Jacques which
was the vicinity of their meeting. The poem’s evocation of the Pont au Change is, he claims, an
almost exact forecast of the situation. Line by line, his close reading of the poem details the curi-
ous web of coincidence that brings them together; it explores the network of time, place and af-
fect underlying the encounter and works to establish a continuity between material forces and

those of the psyche that is transformational and signifying. In this way, the incident, and the
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book’s account of it, constitute a remarkable affirmation of a specifically surrealist vision of a
transformed — or illuminated — experience of life and the world including the experience of the
erotic that, in Cohen’s words “validates one of the great dreams of surrealist praxis, that re-
pressed desire does not simply manifest itself through the events of the external world but in
fact produces them” (157). Moreover, it is in the workings of such a connection between psychic
and material life that it becomes possible to view the erotic as a social and transformational
power.

Extrapolating from this conception of life and mind overlapping, Breton is able to elabo-
rate two of surrealism’s central theoretical objects: objective chance and convulsive beauty. Ob-
jective chance for Breton was a kind of principle of “agency [...] an acceptance of the fact that
we have a responsibility for the world”, (Kadri et al, 144 ) and one that:

allowed for the realization of unconscious desires, or perhaps of desires

that were not even unconscious but that only come into existence through

the operation of chance. This answered the determination of the surrealists

not to be mere poets, concerned with the productions of texts, but to act un-

der the imperative drawn from Lautréamont, that ‘poetry mustlead some-

where’ (145).
Objective chance was, in short, a principle meant to explain the mechanisms of odd coinci-
dences and what might otherwise appear to be marvels or supernatural events in materialist
terms: an explanation of how inner necessity interacts with external forces or necessities. It
“gives evidence of how surrealism considers reality to be layered, in such a way that events oc-
cur not so much on the basis of cause and effect but due to an underlying necessity that can be
revealed through openness to its structures” (153). Convulsive beauty is tied to this resolution of
internal and external necessities as it dialectically links both terms of such an equation to desire,

but also to the extent that it embodies surrealism’s utopian quest for a state that reconciles all
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forms of binaries: “By asserting beauty mustbe convulsive Breton hoists the idea out of its dom-
inant understandings and into a set of associations that make it available for correspondence
with other key Surrealist concepts (automatism, the image, objective chance, love and most sig-
nificantly the marvellous — which Breton also explicitly associates with beauty in the First Mani-
festo: “Only the marvellous is beautiful,” etc.) Thus it is situated at the heart of Surrealism’s pro-
posed resolution of opposing states,” ( Fijalkowski 182-183) which is to say its utopian horizon.

Significantly, Mad Love embodies this conception of eros as an energy and a matrix for
relationality in its very form. The book opens with a curious image: a play or performance, fea-
turing a row of black-clad men and a row of women. Initially the two groups are simply men-
tioned, but the mention is quickly elaborated into a more complex description of the groups as
seated across from and facing each other: a spatial image of the dialectic, which is to say a par-
ticular arrangement of energy; connected, but in a condition of tension fraught with the erotic.
The men, Breton suggests, may be versions of himself and the women those he has loved over
the course of his life. This possibility foreshadows the book’s central themes and the way in
which they will be unfolded. Breton returns time and again to single incidents and people, exam-
ining them from different angles in order to tease out various significances, echoing the ways in
which a new beloved can haunt a lover, giving familiar things new significances and reframing
one’s personal narrative.However, although Bellin correctly infers that “the text’s work will be to
conjecture a redemption of the past by remembering it, by recounting, and by interpreting it”
(Bellin, 5) the implication that the row of shadowy women are all facets of the beloved is signifi-
cant for reasons beyond any thematic concern with simple memory. The notion — and the image
— of facets, of crystalline structure, will become one of the book’s central motifs, partly determin-
ing its sense on levels both conceptual and formal.

In the very first chapter the author affirms “[t]here could be no higher artistic teaching
than that of the crystal.The work of art, just like any fragment of human life considered in its

deepest meaning, seems to me devoid of value if it does not offer the hardness, the rigidity, the
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regularity, the luster on every interior and exterior facet, of the crystal.” (11).2 Thus, the highly
organized structure of crystals in the natural world, sequentially revealing one face or aspect af-
ter another as it is handled, offers an apposite analogy for the strength of eros as an organizing
principle for both the social and the book itself.

This concern with crystals, or crystalline form structures the book; each chapter “begin[s]
from, and return[s] to, moments in a narrated life which exists primarily as a point of departure,
as implicit structure behind them” (Bellin, 2) and which are considered from a variety of different
angles. Thus “Mad Love will disjoin and pluralize the putative present of its narration [into] mo-
ments which are always already from the past, and recount them in an impossible simultaneous
co-presence” (5) creating a crystalline, recursive and proliferating construct of feeling and mean-
ing in which desire is both pursued and actualized in every individual instant. Thus, the develop-
ment of the opening image itself in which first a row of men is conjured, then a row of women,
and then the rows are repositioned and redescribed: a facetted structure in which the image it-
self is multiplied and repositioned. It is desire as a force that structures experience that is
evoked in the book’s opening image, as a way making sense of the complexity and abundance
contained in the book.

Breton will reiterate this approach throughout the text; for example, in Chapter 3, which
deals with the power of objects to attract and enchant, will introduce Giacometti’'s difficulty in
completing a sculpture, then segue to the sculptor’s discovery of a maskin a flea market and
Breton’s own purchase of an odd wooden spoon, to then return to the way in which the mask
solved a formal issue in Giacometti’'s work. This is an arrangement that not only replicates the

tug of desire and interest but also creates a sequence of revelations.

2 “Nul plus haute enseignement artistique ne me parait pouvoir étre regu que du cristal. L’'oeu-
vre d’'art, au méme titre d’ailleurs que tel fragment de la vie humaine considérée dans sa signifi-
cation la plus grave, me parait dénuée de valeur si elle ne présente pas la dureté, la rigidité, la
régularité, le lustre sur toutes ses faces extérieures, intérieures, du cristal” (Lamour fou, 16-17).
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EROTICISM, EYEBALLS AND THE LIMITS OF TRANSGRESSION

But Breton is not the sole Surrealist to articulate an expansive vision of eros; his rival in
the movement (and chief theoretical interlocutor) Georges Bataille espouses a not unrelated
conception when he writes of erotic feeling as: “[...] the blending and fusion of separate objects.
It leads us to eternity, it leads us to death, and through death to continuity.” (Erotism, 25)?*, a
vision of a mutable — but connected — universe that echoes Breton’s sense of the interpenetra-
bility of things, although in a somewhat less orderly fashion perhaps. Bataille holds to a concep-
tion of eros more rooted in transgression, focussed on fetishism and obsession: a surrealist fo-
cus that, as Amos Vogel has noted, aims to “destroy all censors and to liberate man’s libidinal,
anarchist, and ‘marvellous’ impulses from all restraint” (460). In this, he is more ready to fore-
ground the tense mutual pull of the life and death drives which tends to operate more subterra-
neously in Breton’s oeuvre, although “the work of both [...] exemplifies the surrealist grappling
with the somewhat paradoxical and Heraclitean relationship between these two forces”
(Székely, 115).

Such distinctions aside, in his early novel Story of the Eye Bataille creates an almost
unique erotic work fusing a scatological sense of the body with a complex system of interlocking
metaphors that appear, in their own way, crystalline. It dramatizes the pursuit of the outer limits
of the possibilities of experience by the narrator, a young man in a turbulent relationship with a
girl named Simone and — initially — another, Marcelle, who appears to suffer from some form of
emotional or mental illness and who is ultimately driven to suicide.

From its opening scenes, the book overlays a transgressive presentation of sexuality
with a filigree of trope and wordplay in which metaphor and metonymy transmute and trade

places, suggesting the endless displacements of the object of desire. In the first chapter, the

24 “3 la confusion des objets distincts. Elle nous méne a I'éternité, elle nous méne a la mort, et
par la mort, a la continuité ” (Lérotisme, 32).
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protagonists share a curiously intense sexual encounter; Simone, dressed in a fetishistic en-
semble of black pinafore and stockings sits in a saucer of milk so her genitals soak in the liquid.
While doing so she proclaims (in the translation) “[ml]ilk is for the pussy, isn't it,” (4)? establish-
ing the first in a series of metaphorical correspondences/substitutions that will dominate the
book. This series includes interlocking references to the genitals, eggs, the sun and the titular
eyeball — correspondences that necessarily recalls the importance of the “forest of symbols”
Breton points to in Mad Love (15) and which he sees as essential in the relationship of psyche
to the world mediated by desire. As Hoyles notes, the various erotic games that are the sub-
stance of Story of the Eye all “originate in word-play [...] It is word play of this kind, cumulative
and recapitulative, which structures Bataille’s text” (62-63). Thus, Bataille’s pornographic tale,
however different in tone and content from Breton’s hybrid text, shares with it a deep investment
in the structures tying subjectivity to broader forces, linguistic, symbolic and social.

Not surprisingly given the book’s title, the eye is central to the vibrating web of corre-
spondences Bataille sets up. Over the course of the novel an intricate series of substitutions of
the eyeball will operate as a metonym for the shifting metamorphosis of eros in the relationship
between the narrator and Simone. Early in the book Simone’s erotic fixation on eggs is estab-
lished:

That was the period when Simone developed a mania for breaking eggs

with her ass. She would do a headstand on an armchair in the parlour [...]
while | jerked off in order to come in her face. | would put the egg right on
the hole in her ass, and she would skillfully amuse herself by shaking it in

the deep crack of her buttocks. The moment my jizm shot out and trickled

25 The original French uses an analogous, though untranslatable, sexual word play or pun about
“sitting” on things. “Les assiettes, c’est fait pour s’asseoir, n'est-ce pas?” (Histoire de I'ceil, 51).
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down her eyes, her buttocks would squeeze together and she would come
while | smeared my face abundantly in her ass.” (10-11)%

The egg, symbolic of life, ties this image to the larger conception of eros — a fact given
more emphasis as Simone’s obsession grows and transforms, bringing the egg back to the sur-
face later in the fiction. In a scene following a debilitating accident involving Simone the pair fan-
tasizes about the then hospitalized object of their obsession, Marcelle, and the egg fetish takes
on greater complexity: “At that time, we imagined Marcelle, with her dress tucked up, but her
body covered and her feet shod: we would put her in a bath tub filled with fresh eggs, and she
would pee while crushing them” (36).2” However, the fascination with eggs goes beyond the
realm of Simone’s fantasies in an imagistic move that adumbrates the next series of transfor-
mations of the complex of symbols. Bataille writes, “It was after such dreams that Simone would
ask me to bed her down on blankets by the toilet and she would rest her head on the rim of the
bowl and fix her wide eyes on the white eggs” (37, emphasis in the original).?® Here the text be-
gins a central metamorphosis, creating a parallel between eyes and eggs rooted in the erotic:
“eyes” become “eggs,” another instance of the narrative’s deployment of the word play Hoyles

notes.

% “De cette époque, Simone contracta la manie de casser des ceufs avec son cul. Elle se pla-
cait pour cela la téte sur le siege d‘un fauteuil du salon, le dos contre le dossier, les jambes
repliées vers moi qui me branlais pour la foutre dans la figure. Je plagais alors I'ceuf juste au-
dessus du trou du cul et elle s’amusait habilement en I'agitant dans la fente profonde des
fesses. Au moment ou le foutre commencait a jaillir et a ruisseler sur ses yeux, les fesses se
serraient, cassaient 'ceuf et elle jouissait pendant que je me barbouillais la figure dans son cul
avec un souillure abondante.” (Ibid, 54-56).

27 “En méme temps, nous imaginions de coucher un jour Marcelle retroussée, mais chaussée et
couverte encore de sarobe, dans un baignoire a demi pleine d’ceufs frais au milieu de I'écrase-
ment desquels elle ferait pipi. (Ibid, 74).

28 “C’est aprés de tels réves que Simone me priait de la coucher sur des couvertures auprés du
water-closet au-dessus duquel elle penchait son visage en reposant ses bras sure les bord de
la cuvette, afin de fixer surles ceufs des yeux grands ouverts.” (Ibid, 74, emphasis in the origi-
nal)
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Moreover, the transformations of the egg and eye are given ontological significance at a

number of points in the novel, achieving cosmic significance in this passage:
| stretched out in the grass, my skull on a large, flat rock and my eyes star-
ing straight up at the milky way, that strange breach of astral sperm and
heavenly urine across the cranial vault formed by the ring of constellations:
that open crack at the summit of the sky, apparently made of ammoniacal
vapours shining in the immensity (in empty space, where they burst forth
absurdly like a rooster’s crow in total silence), a broken egg, a broken eye
[...](48)®

This vision of the universe as throbbing with erotic power recalls and deepens Breton’s
sense of the relationship between subjectivity and the world, the way in which the one shapes
and drives the other forward through the mechanisms of longing. On the diegetic level, however,
the transformation of egg to eye to cosmos and back foreshadows and creates a metaphorical
field of possibility for the novel's climax: the enucleation of the matador Granero, which takes
the trope to its transgressive limit.

Bataille sets his climactic scene at a bullfight with all the suggestion of sacrifice that im-
plies; as a ritual undertaking intended to reconcile or connect the base world with the divine, it
becomes analogous in Bataille’s surrealist thought with desire as a matrix of relationship. In es-
tablishing the scene, the author builds a powerful juxtaposition of the sun-drenched arena in
which the “extreme unreality of the solar blaze was so closely attached to everything happening”

(59)*° and a close, malodorous “shithouse” where “sordid flies whirled about in a sunbeam”

2 “Je m’allongeai a ce moment dans I'herbe, le crane sur une grande pierre plate et les yeux
ouverte juste sous la voie lactée, étrange trouée de sperme astral et d’'urine céleste a travers la
voUte cranienne formée par le cercle des constellations: cette félure ouverte au sommet du ciel
et composée apparement de vapeurs ammoniacales devenues brillantes dans l'immensité —
dans l'espace vide ol elles se déchirent absurdement comme un cride coq en plein silence —
un ceuf, un ceil crevés [...]" (Ibid, 80)

30 “extréme irréalité de I'éclat solaire esttellement liée a tout qui eut lieu” (lbid, 85).
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(61)*" and in which the narrator and Simone, agitated by the thought of the testicles of the first
bull killed that she had earlier demanded, have furious sex. The insistence on the sun in these
sections is significant, since the sun is a third round object analogically related to the egg and
eye in the text and one that plays a crucial narrative role in the events of this scene since “little
by little the sun’s radiance sucked [the narrator and Simone] into an unreality that fitted our ma-
laise” (63).%2 Later, returning to their seats Simone is given the raw bull testicles served on a
plate on which —in an echo of the early scene involving the dish of milk — she wants to sit. The
narrator refuses to allow her to do so in so public a venue and Simone, overcome by the specta-
cle of the bullfight, subsequently inserts one of the testicles into her vagina at the very moment
the bull gores Granero and dislodges his eye. This simultaneity creates a disquieting parallel as
one round bodily part is inserted into a body while another is pulled from one, figuring in some
ways the central surrealist idea of the interpenetrability of the world and the self. Bataille further
highlights the parallel when the next chapter opens on this self-reflexive note:

Thus two globes of equal size and constancy had suddenly been propelled

in opposite directions at once. One, the white ball of the bull, had thrust

into the ‘pink and dark’ cunt that Simone had bared in the crowd; the other,

a human eye, had spurted from Granero’s head with the same force as a

bundle of innards from a belly. This coincidence, tied to death and to a sort

of urinary liquefaction of the sky, first brought us back to Marcelle [...]

(65)33

31 “des chiottes puantes ou des mouches sordides tourbillonnaient dans un rayon de soleil”
(Ibid, 86).

32 “L e rayonnement solaire nous absorbait peu a peu dans un irréalité bien conforme a notre
malaise” (Ibid, 88).

3 “Ainsi deux globes de consistance et de grandeur analogues avaient été brusquement ani-
més d’'un mouvement simultané et contraire; 'un, couille blanche de taureau était entré dans le
cul ‘rose et noir’, dénudé dans la foule, de Simone; l'autre, ceil humain, avait jailli hors du visage
de Granero avec la méme force qu'un paquet d’entrailles jaillit hors du ventre. Cette coinci-
dence étant liée a la mort et a une sorte de liquéfaction urinaire du ciel, nous rapprocha pour la
premiére fois de Marcelle” (Ibid, 88-89).
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The stressing of the simultaneity of the action foregrounds the metaphorical and psychic con-
nection between the two objects while the reference to the liquefaction of the sky raises two
other important points. First, it creates a symbolic linkage of both globular objects with the sun
whose presence has dominated the descriptions of the scene, and second, it raises the signifi-
cance of a second symbolic motif whose presence has been nearly as central to the novel as
that of eggs/eyes/balls: that of liquidity and gelatinousness.

Story of the Eyeis, metaphorically speaking, drowning in liquids; there are frequent and
reiterated references to milk, urine, tears and bodily fluids as well as to the containers holding
them: the toilet bowl, the saucer. Moreover, these liquids are frequently tied to the sky and the
sun (or other globular objects) as they are in the passage cited above. In his study of the novel,
Patrick Ffrench reads this symbolic confluence thus, “[l]iquidity, or liquefaction, provides a sec-
ond chain of associations which is applied to that of roundness. Liquefaction is the movement of
contiguity between the objects whose roundness signifies their being limited. Liquefaction trans-
gresses and ruins those limits” (95). Moreover, the linkage established between the tropes is
symbolically apposite as a liquid necessarily takes the shape of its container highlighting, even
necessitating, the transformation of the recurring globular objects over the course of the novel
and highlighting the connections between them, most significantly the final transformation which
can be arguably read as closing the symbolic circle.

Following the events at the corrida the pair, accompanied by their new companion Sir
Edmund, travel to Seville where they sexually assault and kill a priest at a church appropriately
named “Don Juan,” yet another conjunction of death and sacrifice with desire. In the aftermath
of the crime, the narrator finds himself facing something he imagines “[he] had been waiting for
in the same way that a guillotine waits for a neck to slice. [He] even felt as if [his] eyes were

bulging from my head, erectile with horror: in Simone’s hairy vagina, [he] saw the wan blue eye
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of Marcelle, gazing at [him] through tears of urine” (84).3* Here the simultaneity of eye, the pro-
verbial window of the soul, which “like the sun, [is] a symbol of the Enlightenment” for Hoyles
(62), because of its powers of discernment and ability to make distinctions, egg, and testicle
achieve a final state uniting high and low, the noblest and the most base, suggesting that all of
the narrative’s transformations and transgressions were leading to this moment: the shattered
limit of experience which must, necessarily take place after the sacrifice of the bull fight.

What underlies these turbulent substitutions and transformations is an insight profoundly
related to that which underpins, however different the books may be, Breton’s theorizing in Mad
Love: the sense that eros, while being a feeling of attraction or desire between two people, is
more than merely that; it is a structuring principle, a set of connections, a way of making sense
of the world, and one that both intertwines everything and renders it all legible. Eros is as much
verb as noun, something one not simply has or feels, but something one does; one uses it to
navigate the world, to understand experience, to establish networks of relationship and make
choices, and in Bataille’s conception, articulated in his elaboration of “erotism,” it is an affirma-

tion of life and experience to their very limits.

LIBERATION AND LIBERTINISM

Though the generative role of same-sex desire in the construction of gay identities and
queer cultures is evident, the complexity and the potential inherent in such desire as intuited
and understood by radical queers is less so. For many liberationist writers and thinkers, desire
is, as it is for the surrealists, more than simply a drive: it is a kind of energy and a privileged
space, the locus of an encounter: the place where the individual meets the other and knows

him, whether that be a lover or a community. This was asserted from the earliest moments of

3" attendais depuis toujours de la méme fagon qu’'une guillotine attend un cou a trancher. Il me
semblait méme que mes yeux me sortaient de la téte comme s’ils étaient érectiles a force d’hor-
reur; je vis exactement dans le vagin velu de Simone, I'ceil bleu pale de Marcelle qui me regar-
dait en pleurant des larmes d’urine.” (lbid, 99).
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the movement as is testified to in Carl Wittman’s 1969-1970 A Gay Manifesto, a document coe-
val with the Stonewall riots themselves, and in which he writes the following concerning sexual-
ity’s expressive and communicative possibilities:

What sex is: It is both creative expression and communication: good when

it is either, and better when it is both. [...] | like to think of good sex in terms

of playing the violin: with both people on one level seeing the other body as

an object capable of creating beauty when they play it well; and on a sec-

ond level the players communicating through their mutual production and

appreciation of beauty. (74)
This insight, which like Breton’s understanding links eros with the aesthetic, is echoed and taken
further in the work of another gay liberationist, Charles Shively, whose own manifesto makes
the case bluntly: “Our desires are not false, nor an expression of hunger, appetite, want: our de-
sires — to suck cock for instance — are creative, they are the road to creating, to the modification
of reality.” (263) What is made clear in such assertions is a sense that, contrary to most concep-
tions, sexuality is not simply a private matter, a physical and psychic drive separate from the
main substance of life, but a force that operates at personal, psychic, cultural and social levels.
Desire and romantic passion are seen as acts that create and/or transform one’s experience of
life and one’s place in it: which is to say they transform society.

Furthermore, this understanding of desire as a force with the capacity to reinvent social
relations is extended beyond the merely intimate realm by gay liberation as it is by surrealism.
One of the earliest gay radicals, Harry Hay, who began his work with communist o