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bY DaViD rhoDeS

“What is, is more than it is. This more is not 
imposed on it, but remains, as that which 
is repressed by it, inherent in it. In this re-

spect, the non-identical might constitute self identity versus 
identification.”*

The tranquil ambiguity of an intriguing line appears 
punctuated by speculative moments. At least, that is what I 
hope to encounter. Concise yet inconclusive, these moments 
do in fact occur, again and again. Just walk the line; you’ll 
see. The faltering invitation to failure is there each time—and 
sometimes, it has to be said, it seems to have been achieved. 
These things are extraordinarily ordinary—so really, quite 
special. Emphatically vague, they elide and evade, nothing 
pictured but something gained. Hovering opacities reminisce 
amongst themselves, casually precarious. They don’t care 
what you think. Too little, enough, too much—so what? 

Polarized perplexities greet you with slap-dash precision; 
an ontology of burrs and blurs crosses the surface limits 
of a mute but canny instability. Perhaps, for some, this is 
all visually cathartic. Forgotten thoughts might now be 
remembered, invoked, or invented. What are we looking at 
exactly? Traces, fragments, bits and pieces—a banana skin 
bricolage waiting on that unexpected metaphysical slippage. 
What was Pierre Bonnard thinking about on those hot dusty 
afternoons, staring into the corners of his room and making 
paintings of them? Leave your familiar concepts with your 
umbrella (as it is summer, after all) at the door.

I thought this stuff was supposed to be dead, but with 
each circuit I see them anew, like a goldfish with (you 
know) that kind of memory. They look different each time, 
and I’m concentrating. Put a bullet between their eyes and 
you’d never be alone—not with the ghost of one of these 
characters, you wouldn’t—but I have the feeling that they 
will stay with you anyway; you can hold the violence. The 
introverted extrovert behind all this has more than a few 
tricks up his sleeve. All evasive meaning is hidden in clear 
sight: nothing to hide and something to declare. The objects 
extort or evoke. You choose. Meaning is conjured up from 
the banished symmetries of sight. Idiosyncrasies don’t repeat 
themselves—everybody knows that—but of course knowing 
it doesn’t do anyone any good, either, especially if it crops up 
in a situation like this. Let’s just accept that it’s not a scenario 
you or I are going to be able to define any time soon. 

At any rate, I think I know what that is, over there. I’ve seen 
that somewhere before—I’m sure of it. Actually, thinking 
more about it, I have to say I haven’t seen anything like it. 
It’s not this, as it happens, or that. It’s a space in between, 
but now it’s also solid, with its very own thing going on. Let’s 
walk over and take a closer look—no harm done. Damn! 
Now it’s altogether different: nothing integrated, all kind 
of cobbled together, (don’t let him near your shoes!), just 
hanging there, or hanging in there, if you catch my drift. 

Everything is certainly familiar on first impression, yet 
with second thoughts certainty is scarce. That’s just the way 

it goes here—so take it or leave it. Obvious sophistication 
would be galling, and that’s for sure. On the other hand, 
experience can be telling. I’d say that what we have been 
looking at has been around the block a few times; you can 
see a bit of history here and there. Just assume he knows 
(having been around the block a few times himself) more 
about what you have been looking at than you do. Take 
with you what you will. Enjoy your stroll to the next place, 
maybe to the market on Maybachufer (if it’s a Tuesday or 
Thursday), like I did. 
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* Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik (Frankfurt, 1966) p. 164. 
Quoted by Hans Rudolf Reust in Moon over Cloud over Moon. 
Approaches to a Raoul De Keyser Painting, (Exhibition catalogue, 
Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst, Antwerp, 1997) p.45-47.
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Once upon an avant-garde time, three poet-artists 
collaborated on a one-of-a-kind artists’ book of 33 
photomontages done in the spirit of the cadavre 

exquis. Together they discovered a completely new yet 
universal language of sexual symbols, radical juxtapositions, 
the sublime, and the grotesque.

In 1925, the cadavre exquis began in Paris at the rue du 
Chateau house occupied by Marcel Duchamp, Yves Tanguy, 
Jacques Prévert, and others. It began as a word game and 
literary collaboration, and it soon expanded in scope to 
become a visual game utilizing drawings and collage, where 
the artists assembled cut-ups according to chance. The 
structural principle of autonomous additions led to some 
surreal imagery, and many poets and artists were involved 
in this exciting activity. 

The collages on view at Ubu were discovered in a simple 
spiral-bound sketchbook at the Breton estate auction in Paris 
in 2003. The collector split the book into 33 individual collages; 
they date from 1928 to 1931. We can see them now for the first 
time in the United States—and only the second time ever. These 
are the creations of the most radical minds of the 20th century, 
those who employed darkly inventive narratives, sarcastic puns, 
hypnotic sexual imagery, and playfully absurd compositions. 
In his preface to the exhibition catalogue, Czech art historian 
Karel Srp calls the works “visual poetry.” Breton, Éluard, and 
Muzard were pioneers in collage techniques, each bringing 
a mystical element to a surreal background and revealing a 
resolution between dream and reality. 

Breton held that the highest task to which poetry could 
aspire was “to compare two objects as far distant as possible, 
one from the other, or, by another method, to confront 
them in a brusque and striking manner.” These collages 
attest to Breton’s claim. Here, priests commune with ladies 
in swimsuits and monks converse with nudes. We see an 
electric chair, a gas-masked soldier emerging from a sewer 

hole, hunters shooting a giant eye, an elephant and two 
women tied up to a tree, the head of a camel in Parliament, 
the belly of a sperm whale, and a walnut. 

Figures float in ambiguous states of existence: disembodied 
heads are juxtaposed with religious and outer-space imagery, 
diving swimmers, can-can dancers and multiple legs, hands 
and eyes protruding from barrels of vines or tied up to a tree 
in a sadomasochistic manner. One example from 1928 uses 
as a background a photograph of the Brooklyn Bridge. A 
crucified Christ is suspended from the steel cables with an 
exotic dancer to one side; an elderly gentleman with a top 
hat is courting the dancer.

In avant-garde circles today, these montages are called 
vispo (or visual poetry) collages, and they often serve as 
visual representations of dreams. These works propose 
revolutionary Kafkaesque situations—as in the untitled 
collage numbered 12, in which a young lady holds a black 
child’s head mounted to an electric contraption, with male 
hands below serving playing cards protruding from fur. 
New combinations of elements lead to entirely new narra-
tives: a placid Atget-like scene of a cobblestoned street, with 
some innocuous Sunday strollers and a grotesque ape-like 
creature crouched atop a wall, is overseen by a sinister robed 
figure that reminds one of the Ku Klux Klan. A large hand 
extends across the scene, punctuating the image with horrific 
desperation. In another vignette, a circus fat lady stands as 
if on trial, dwarfed by the religious prelates and militaristic 
youth that would judge her.

For the most part, these works exist as uninterrupted 
records, apparitions of the point sublime, at which every-
thing—rational and irrational, conscious and unconscious, 
abstract and concrete—converges. For students and lovers of 
avant-garde art, these works are an invaluable discovery. 
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André Breton, Paul Éluard & Suzanne Muzard, “Untitled,” ca. 1931. 
Aniline colored collage on notebook paper. 3/8”. Page numbered 8  
on recto. Courtesy of Ubu Gallery.

André Breton, Paul Éluard & Suzanne Muzard, “Untitled,” ca. 1931. 
Collage on notebook paper. 8 1/8 x 6 ¾”. Page numbered 9 on recto. 
Courtesy of Ubu Gallery.
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