Centre for Film Studies.

LT121: Introduction to Film Studies.

Week 5, Class 4: Surrealism and Cinema.

1. Surrealism. The Surrealists were part of the Modernist Movement. They were involved in all aspects of creative endeavour, although it is in the visual arts that their work is best known – in painting, photography and the cinema. The poet André Breton was one of surrealism’s principal theorists, involved in the publication of Surrealist Manifestos in 1924 and 1929. Others prominent in the movement include painters Miró, Dali, Magritte, Max Ernst; the photographer Man Ray and the Spanish film-maker Luis Buňuel. 

 It will be clear from reading from Bunuel’s  My Last Breath (in this week’s readings) that the Surrealists regarded their movement as an attitude to the whole of life. Much of what they did seems now to have been comical and the product of youthful high spirits. Robert J. Miles* writes that,

It was their contributions to bourgeois bashing, an affront to the class that had raised and (certainly in Buñuel’s case) unwittingly funded these artistic ventures, that were to prove filmic milestones in recent visual-cultural history.”

(“Crossing the Line in Mexico? Luis Buñuel’s El angel exterminador.” in Latin American Cinema: Essays modernity, Gender and National Identity, Lisa Shaw and Stephanie Dennison, eds.) 59

But there was a serious aspect to surrealism and much surrealist work has endured. Like so many of those who embraced the notion of ‘modernism’, they rejected the suffocating conformity and repression that they associated with bourgeois respectability and the philistine materialism of the C19th; they were also profoundly anti-clerical and anti-religion. This was of particular significance for the Spanish members – Miro, Dali, Bunuel, the Catholic Church being, of course, extremely influential in Spain at that time and also profoundly reactionary; the Church backed the fascist General Franco in his overthrow of the democratically elected Republican (leftist) Government in 1936 and in the subsequent 3 year civil war. 

What characterised surrealist art was its radical rejection of notions of realism; the surrealists wanted to ‘get beneath the surface of everyday reality’ and to express, to communicate the experience of some deeper reality. Typically, the surrealists would juxtapose images in such a manner that it was made clear that ‘reality’ was not their ‘subject’. Buňuel’s film Un Chien andalou (1928) contains enough of these kinds of image to make the point clear. 

There is no doubt that the Surrealists were deeply influenced by Freud. The concept of the human subconscious had been propounded by Freud in his The Interpretation of Dreams (1900). It is easy to see how the surrealists would find inspiration in Freud’s ideas. ‘The subconscious’ was to be their subject also, and dreams had a twofold significance for them; they were at once the path to the subconscious (according to Freud) and also an unending source of surreal images available to every human being. Miles* asserts that Surrealism also expresses that underlying unease that Freud terms unheimlich or the uncanny. The uncanny is that which haunts our sense of ourselves and our world but which cannot be expressed (in linguistic terms – signified). So for Miles the Surrealists  are attempting to represent that which cannot be represented; they deploy conventional signifiers or images since they are all that we have, but they do so in such a way as to contradict their conventional meanings in an attempt to show the unshowable.
This Freudian influence is also apparent in the Surrealists rejection of sexual repression and all limitations on the expression and of sexuality. This helps to account for their hostility to the Church. 

2. A Note on the Avant-Garde.

Umberto Eco, the contemporary Italian scholar and populist commentator writing in The Guardian of 02/10/04 (“Notions of Beauty”) writes as follows:

Avant-garde art does not itself pose the problem of beauty. And while it is implicitly accepted that the new images are artistically “beautiful”, and must give us the same pleasure Giotto’s frescoes or Raphael’s paintings gave to their own contemporaries, it is important to realise that this is so precisely because the avant-garde has provocatively flouted all aesthetic canons respected until now. Art is no longer interested in providing an image of natural beauty, nor does it aim to procure the pleasure ensuing from the contemplation of harmonious forms. On the contrary, its aim is to teach us to interpret the world through different eyes, to enjoy a return to archaic or esoteric models, the universe of dreams or the fantasies of the mentally ill, the visions provoked by drugs, the rediscovery of  material, the startling representation of everyday objects in improbable contexts (ready-mades, Dada, etc), and subconscious drives. 

The relevance of this for surrealism and surrealist cinema should be apparent. 

Surrealism has reached into many aspects of everyday representation; surreal advertisements are a commonplace; TV features surrealist comedy and fashion accommodates the surreal – read recently on a T shirt worn by a passenger on the London Underground – “Reality is for people who can’t cope with drugs.” It will be clear that such ‘uses’ of surrealism are the very opposite of what the original surrealists had in mind. 
3. This Week’s Readings.

Luis Buňuel. Chapters 9 & 10 of  My Last Breath. Buňuel uses his autobiography to make clear his artistic credo as a surrealist. The two chapters contain a number of reminiscences which convey the flavour of the youthful rebellion of the surrealists of the 1920s. However it is the intellectual film-maker that interests us most:

· I love dreams, even when they’re nightmares, which is usually the case. My dreams are always full of the same familiar obstacles, but it doesn’t matter. My amour fou – for the dreams themselves, as well as the pleasures of dreaming – is the single most important thing I share with the surrealists. Un Chien andalou was borne of the encounter between my dreams and Dali’s. Later I brought dreams directly into my films, trying as hard as I could to avoid any analysis. (92)

· . . . I’d felt increasingly seduced by that passion for the irrational which was so characteristic of surrealism. (102)

· Our only rule was very simple: No idea or image that might lend itself to a rational explanation of any kind would be accepted. We had to open all doors to the irrational and keep only those images that surprised us, without trying to explain why. (104)

· All of us were supporters of a certain concept of revolution, and although the surrealists didn’t consider themselves terrorists, they were constantly fighting a society they despised. Their principal weapon was . . . scandal. (107)

· As for me, there was no going back after Un chien andalou; making a commercial film was totally out of the question. No matter what the cost, I wanted to stay a surrealist.  (114)

· There’s no possible doubt that surrealism was a cultural and artistic success; but these were precisely the areas of least importance to most surrealists. Their aim was not to establish a glorious place for themselves in the annals of art and literature, but to change the world, to transform life itself. This was our essential purpose, but one good look around is evidence enough of our failure.  

                                 (123)

· I treasure that access to the depths of the self which I so yearned for, the call to the irrational, to the impulses that spring from the dark side of the soul. It was the surrealists who first launched this appeal with a sustained force and courage, with insolence and playfulness and an obstinate dedication to fight everything repressive in the conventional wisdom. Where these aspects of the movement are concerned, I see no reason to repudiate anything.  (123)

Conley: “A Rape of the Eye,” Un chien andalou, in Geiger and Rutsky.

Conley points out the manner in which Bunuel’s ideas on film are closely related to his theory of poetry. Like Eisenstein, and indeed all thinking film-makers, Bunuel was concerned with both image composition and editing. However his approach to both these activities was very different to that of Eisenstein. 

“. . . if a shot is to be a visual event, Buñuel implies, a vermicular mass of images must fill the frame. . . .  no single shot can ever be subordinated to another . . . [since this] . . . would lead to a predictable continuity in which, . . . the temporal design would occlude the viewer from seeing an infinite sum of its pieces.  (204) 

For  Buñuel editing, what he calls découpage or segmentation, is the simultaneous separation and ordering of visual fragments. This has to be effected in a manner which conforms to the above. Shooting and editing a film becomes, for Buñuel, akin to writing. He is also particularly aware of the fact that by controlling the camera he controls the spectator’s eye.

Despite the manner in which Un chien andalou resists interpretation Conley gives a close reading of the film’s succession of images. He relates most of these to seeing and the imagery of the eye(s). He acknowledges that “images . . . are not subjugated to the requirements of narrative.” (205) and suggests that the film “reflects on vision, eros and cinema.”  (209)  Although much of Conley’s interpretation of the film may be difficult to follow, this comment perhaps goes to the heart of the matter. 

Salvador Dali. “First and foremost, I think it is essential to denounce the eminently shameful character of the act of giving a lecture, and, even more, the act of listening to one.” Thus Dali begins his lecture, demonstrating at once the rebellious anti-bourgeois attitude out of which the movement sprang. That this rebelliousness should be turned against the self is an example of that paranoia that Dali seeks to harness in pursuit of an imagery that will help (he hopes) to overturn the habits and values of the ‘normal’ life of his time and place. The influence of Freud and his notion of the unconscious in clear in what Dali had to say on this occasion about the roots of human behaviour and surrealist thought. Far from seeking to use the violent images inspired by Freud’s notion of the id as the seat of the unruly human passions and appetites to create a separate art, Dali wishes to use these images to reflect back on ‘normal’ society the depravity that lurks only half-concealed beneath the everyday acts of social and familial life. His vision of surrealist morality arises from the notion that what passes for bourgeois morality is a façade, covering the most bestial and destructive of acts and appetites; thus moral action consists in the opposite of such ‘normal’ behaviour and paranoia becomes the state that most readily reveals the ‘true’ state of the world.
André Breton.  If one expects to read what the surrealists  say about themselves and their work and find a clearly accessible exposition of precisely what surrealism is, then of course one is bound to be disappointed. Consider the title of Breton’s piece – “As In A Wood”. What has this to do with what he has written? In this he reflects the same approach as the title Un Chien Andalou. Breton’s remarks about French cinema reveal the same desire to shock, indeed to outrage, his audience that is one of the marks of surrealism. His title rejects the very notion of accessible meaning. But there are hints at his method at least in what he writes. The habit he describes of going into a film at an arbitrary point and leaving just as capriciously to go to another suggests the experiencing of a succession of sequences that have no logical relation to each other – as in surrealist cinema. His description of the entry  into the cinema as a passing from day to night, waking to dreaming, reminds us of surrealism’s interest in dreams and its attempt to create dream sequences on screen; the figure of Freud stands in the wings – or perhaps beside the camera. Breton accentuates this notion by his claim that “the principle contributions made to it [cinema - the only absolutely modern mystery] are love and desire. 
One phrase does perhaps go close to the heart of surrealist cinema: “I think what we valued most in it [cinema] to the point of taking no interest in anything else, was its power to disorient.” (787) What Breton seems to suggest is that, viewed through eyes that are not obsessed with creating a story out of what they see, all cinema is surrealist. 
4. The Extremes of Style. It should be clear that the early years of cinema gave rise to two ‘attitudes’ to film-making. The first, typified by the work and ideas of Griffith and Pudovkin, aimed at creating a realist cinema. The second, its opposite, rejected realism and sought to maximise cinematic effect in various ways that were non-realist – the Expressionists, Eisenstein (use of contrast in Montage), the Surrealists – all sought to undermine the reassurance of realism – all for political or ideological reasons. They realised that the realists also had an ideology, although they were often unaware of it. Although Hollywood was to raise the techniques of realism to new heights and continues to do so, challenges to realism continued to emerge and do so still.  At the same time we should make a distinction between, on the one hand, classical Hollywood narrative technique, which aims to make invisible the very fact of editing in order to encourage the audience to suspend analysis and become immersed unthinkingly in the film experience, and on the other, the notion of realism as a narrative that whose setting and action conform as closely as possible to the world as we know it and life as we live it. To illustrate this distinction we shall consider Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot (our class 8 film) which is constructed in strict conformity with the realist rules of continuity editing.
5. Luis Buňuel. (1900-1983).    Buňuel  enjoyed a long career as a film-maker. Despite his never abandoned desire to shock the respectable and to remain true to his surrealist ideals he was still able to make a number of films that, although they did not command a large popular audience, never-the-less enabled him to establish an international reputation and to make films that received a wide distribution – mainly in the so-called ‘arthouse’ cinemas. His work includes Un Chien andalou (1928), L’Age D’Or (1930) both made in France. For a long period Buňuel did no directorial work but was employed in the film industry in a variety of capacities. During this period, in France, Spain and the USA, he mastered the techniques of commercial film production. In 1946 he moved to Mexico where he lived for the rest of his life. Los Olvidados (1950), made in Mexico, brought Buňuel back to international attention. Nazarin (1958) was also made in Mexico. Viridiana (1961) was made in Spain and was a success du scandale to gladden a surrealist’s heart. It was banned in Spain but won the Palme D’Or at Cannes. His subsequent films were mostly made in France; Diary of a Chambermaid (1964), The Exterminating Angel (1962), Belle de Jour (1967), Tristana (1970), The Milky Way (1970, The Discrete Charm of the Bourgeoisie (1972), The Phantom of Liberty (1974), That Obscure Object of Desire (1977). Despite his surrealist rejection of rational meaning it becomes clear that Buňuel remains a satirist of religion, the Church and, above all the self-limitations restrictions and absurdities inherent in the culture of ‘the bourgeoisie’. If the 1960’s saw a wholesale rejection of irrational sexual repression in Western culture it was following the path signalled by Freud and promoted by the surrealists (among others). Among these Buňuel must be counted a leading figure.

6. Un Chien Andalou. 
Since the film is only short we can see the whole thing. Despite the surrealists rejection of rational meaning for their images we remain compulsive assigners of meaning. (See Conley above) If Freud was correct then it is possible to ‘read’ these images as symbolic representations of thoughts, feelings and desires that have been repressed into the subconscious. In Freud’s words the repressed must return in one form or another. 
On the other hand we may accept the film on its own terms – experience it by suspending our rationalizing impulse and allow it to work on us as it will, perhaps representing the unrepresentable uncanny as Miles suggests. In this case we suspend our critical faculties and abandon ourselves to the experience of the film; is this not ironic – since that is exactly what the modernists did not want their audiences to do? Thus we may experience surrealist films in two directly contradictory ways; if this is paradoxical, the surrealists would be delighted.   
(i) The (in)famous razored eye shot – surrealist shock tactics. Especially powerful since it combines violence against the organ of seeing – crucial to the existence of the cinema, with, in Freudian terms, an image that symbolises castration. We may also connect the eye with the camera and ‘cutting’ of course with editing. 

(ii) The ants emerging from the hole in the hand. This is a very disturbing image, perhaps signifying death. Buňuel studied entomology as a young man.   Often the surrealism concerns the montage of images rather than the images themselves. However in the case of the ants the surreal combination is within the image itself. 

(iii) Sexuality is a recurring theme in surrealism and in Buňuel in particular. The ‘meaning’ of the dead donkeys is perhaps obscure but that of the priests who prevent the man from reaching the object of his desire is quite plain. Conley points out the prominence of the donkey’s eye in particular. If the man hauls behind him the weight of bourgeois European culture (including religion) it is a dead, putrefying culture, lacking the power to see. 

(iv) On the beach. Despite our best efforts some images resist interpretation. They remain ‘surreal’ as Buňuel intended that they should. If we are shocked from our complacent belief in the necessity of ‘meaning’ that is exactly what the surrealists set out to achieve.

The one thing that a ‘dream sequence’ of surreal images of the kind that Buňuel uses to create Un chien andalou does not comprise is, of course, a narrative.  There is no ‘story’ and the title, An Andalusian Dog, is itself a surreal image that resists interpretation and defies ‘meaning’. It is simply an image that is, in some strange way, disturbing. As such it signals the character of the film as a whole – it is ‘uncanny’. 
7.  The Legacy of Surrealism.

It should not be thought that surrealist film belongs only to the modernist period or that Hollywood has remained immune to its influence. The films of David Lynch are certainly surrealist in character. We shall encounter his Mulholland Drive in class 20 of this course. 
8. Further Viewing.

Meshes of the Afternoon (Deren, US, 1943) Further exemplifies the fact that surrealist film-making has outlived the most famous surrealists of the high modernist period and has also taken on an international character. Deren’s disruptions of temporal and spatial ‘logic,’ together with her deployment of non-realist imagery combine with smoothly mobile camerawork to create a dream-like narration that is distinctly reminiscent of Buñuel. 
Spellbound (Hitchcock, US, 1945)  Hitchcock employed Dalí to devise the hypnosis/dream sequence for the film. This illustrates the way in which the influence of Freud links Hollywood and Surrealism – an influence that has continued in the work of Lynch and others.

L’âge d’or (Buñuel, France, 1930) With Un Chien Andalou, the quintessential Buñuel/Dali surrealist films of the period. 
John Cant. 
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