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Abstract

This thesis asserts the crucial role of gender, and in particular of masculinity, in the
productions of the dada and surrealist movements. World War | is viewed as having
exercised a decisive influence upon the formation of those involved in these movements,
producing a generation of “traumatised males”, and the question of there being a
consequent “crisis in masculinity” is analysed in some detail. These factors are explored
within the broader socio-cultural context associated with the development of modernity -
shifting gender roles, the emergence of the “New Woman”, popular culture, anarchism, etc.
Gender is understood here as a largely social construct, with particular attention given to the
performative mode! of gender proposed by Judith Butler. Particular importance is
accorded to the entire “fantasmatic” surrounding the machine within the male imaginary,
together with the role of related phenomena such as electricity, magnetism and hypnosis.
The central actor here is the male body, though masculinity is never considered apart from
femininity, and hence the role of femininity, male attitudes towards women and the depiction
of the female body, all inevitably figure within the study. Within this general approach,
certain specific figures (André Breton, Jacques Vaché, Max Ernst, Francis Picabia, and
Marcel Duchamp) are analysed within specific contexts: including, the impact of the War,
Oedipal conflict, the role of the machine, hysteria, fantasy, fetishism and male desire.
Running throughout this study is the theme of the physical, corporeal body, the importance
of which to the creative process is continually underscored within a range of significant
contexts. In an appendix, the continuity of many of these themes is demonstrated in an
analysis of the drawings of Antonin Artaud, in which particular attention is given to the inter-
relationship of machine and body in the specific context of Artaud’s electroshock treatment.
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Preface

The idea for this study first emerged out of a concern with certain problems relating to the
status of images, the relationship between the visual and the textual, and the implication of
factors such as fantasy. This inaugural material has been retained in the penultimate chapter,
“Tales from an Enchanted Forest”, which focuses upon certain male fantasies, in particular
André Breton's fantasy (in Nadja) of encountering a naked woman in the woods, though the
general approach of closely linking visual and textual material pervades the entire study.
Masculinity seems to me an unjustly neglected aspect of art history and theory and | hope
to demonstrate here that its incorporation demands both a reinterpretation of many canonic
works, while at the same time requiring that more marginal works and themes be accorded
far greater significance. My interest in masculinity is not so much rooted in gender theory
itself (though such theory obviously plays a central role here) as in the role, conception and
depiction of the body itself. This often results in an intensely corporeal conception of the
body, nowhere so well displayed as in the writings and drawings of Artaud, which | analyse
in an appendix to the main study, considered particularly in relation to electroshock therapy.
It is perhaps this same interest in the body which has drawn me into areas which are often
neglected in the study of the areas and artists considered here - as for example in the case
of electricity, Mesmerism, hypnosis or electroshock therapy. The impact of World War |
similarly seemed to me to be a neglected aspect in our understanding of the dada and
surrealist movements - beyond the usual brief acknowledgement of its role in stimulating
revolt, little serious attention has been given to the mechanics of its impact at the level of
gendered identity, and more specifically in relation to shifts in our conception of masculinity.
One of the primary functions of World War | was, of course, to destroy or seriously damage
the male body, and | consider this to have exercised a determinative influence upon the
attitudes of an entire generation of males towards their bodies (and, indeed, towards the
bodies of women).

In terms of the chronological parameters of this study, my focus has been upon
developments in the wake of the World War | and during the twenties, i.e. the crucial period
of dada, the mouvement flou, and the early emergence of surrealism. These historical
parameters enable me to focus upon the impact of that war upon what was to culminate in
the surrealist movement, as well as to explore some of the key theoretical debates such as
the role of the visual within surrealism, and to consider those developments in relation to a
traumatic model of masculinity. | go beyond those historical limits in the case of the Rodez
drawings of Artaud, considered in an appendix, where this allows me both to further
develop certain theoretical points drawn from the work of Deleuze and Guattari, as well as to
expand further on themes such as electricity, the conception and depiction of the body, and

the fantasmatic of the machine.
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introduction

For the generation of young men who were to survive World War 1, whether returning from
the horrors of the trenches, from serving in an auxiliary capacity in hospitals, or simply having
managed to evade any form of active service, the war itself came, for many, to constitute a
major trauma, a “tear” in experience. | begin by exploring the return of this repressed, in
terms of its impact on male attitudes of the period {particularly in relation to gender issues)
and the various ways in which it found expression in writings and artworks. These works
themselves, of course, served to actively form and change attitudes, rather than simply
passively reflecting their socio-historic context and this productive role of imagery is
apparent throughout this study. War is essentially bound up with an assertion of masculinity
and the primary purpose of war at that time was the destruction of the male body. For this
generation, then, the experience of war was to exert a defining influence upon the formation
of a masculine identity and we discover the scars of that experience in the artworks and
writings produced in the wake of that war. Both masculinity and the impact of the war are
surprisingly neglected aspects in analyses of the productions of dada and surrealism and
part of my purpose is to re-evaluate their importance for those movements. One of the
central characters of this study is André Breton, posed initially in terms of Breton’s wartime
relationship with Jacques Vaché. What, precisely, was the extent of their relationship and
what does it tell us of contemporary masculinity and of surrealist attitudes towards women?

One of the central problematics in relation to the war, is the extent to which it can be
considered to have provoked a “crisis of masculinity” and part of my purpose is to consider
the evidence for such a crisis. As we shall see, a number of writers have suggested a
wide-ranging masculinity crisis in the wake of the war, whereas Johanna Bourke argues
against any widespread effect of male alienation or brutalisation resulting from the wartime
experience. For Bourke, heightened misogyny is confined to specific areas, for example
professions such as teaching, where women made significant inroads during the early
decades of the century. Against this, | want to suggest that the evidence suggests a more
extensive gender crisis and that we should view the men considered in this study as
perhaps indicative of a more widespread male malaise. It is an issue which cuts to the heart
of what is intended by the term “masculinity” - how it is to be defined, the role of socio-

cultural factors and the stability of that category. My suggestion is that the question of a
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masculinity crisis is closely linked to that of the inherent instability of masculinity as a
category. What, then, was the impact of that war for the generation of artists and writers
considered here, and how in particular did it influence their sense of masculine identity?

The issue of fetishism emerges as one of the key complexes of late nineteenth
century investigations in the fields of psychiatry, sexology and early psychoanalysis, and is
intimately linked to shifting models of masculinity and in the perception of the “perversions”.
| set out to analyse this theme in terms of the motif of the glove, which | explore first in terms
of nineteenth-century attitudes and imagery, including the work of Klinger, before
developing that theme in the work of Ernst and in early surrealism. What processes, we
need to consider, are at work here, what do they tell us of contemporary masculinity, and
how are they manifested in artworks and writings of the period? How do processes of the
male psyche such as castration anxiety, fantasy or fetishisation find visual expression, and
how are such formulas transformed by a subsequent generation of artists?

Whereas the conception of dada in terms of “Oedipal revolt” is something of a
commonplace, there has again been a consistent failure to situate that revolt within any kind
of theorisation of masculinity itself, with masculinity usually simply accepted as some
unquestioned given. | therefore set out to analyse the ways in which masculinity was both
understood and represented during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and to
consider the consequences of the shift from a Victorian to a more modern and more
fragmented conception of masculinity. It has been argued by some that we see a “crisis in
masculinity” as consequent upon the war and upon the changing social role of women. To
take only one example, in her Epistemology of the Closet (1990), Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick has argued that:

many of the major nodes of thought and knowledge in twentieth-century
Western culture as a whole are structured - indeed fractured - by a
chronic, now endemic crisis of heterosexual definition, indicatively male,
from the end of the nineteenth century.’

What evidence is there, then, for such a crisis, and should we not also consider the
possibility that masculinity might itself be an inherently unstable category?

' Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1990, p.1.
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The question of Oedipal revolt against the generation responsible for the war is
perhaps most acute in the work of Max Ernst in particular, where | explore the work of
wartime and of the immediate postwar period. Ernst’s rejection of the father, his break with
his own family and his experiments with new forms of relationship with the Eluards are all
explored and are sited in relation to Ernst’s wartime experience. in what ways do the linked
issues of the impact of war and the troubled relationship with the father influence the artworks
and writings of this period, and how are we to disentangle Ernst’s conscious deployment of
psychoanalytical concepts in that treatment? And what, too, is the influence of de Chirico,
again posed in terms of his own problematic relationship with his father and his deptoyment

of the glove motif?

The wartime discovery of so-called shell-shock is perhaps not unrelated to
surrealism’s celebration of hysteria, as found in Aragon and Breton’s Le Cinquantenaire de
I'hystérie: Breton's wartime encounter with insanity and with its theorisation in the writings of
Freud, Charcot and Kraepelin, were to exercise an enduring influence upon his thought,
while his celebration of the hysterical woman perhaps also suggests interesting questions
about his own masculine identity and of the role of hysteria within surrealism. | also consider
the case of Ernst’s own extensive deployment of hysteria, particularly in the collage novels
and its relationship with the ménage a trois which he established with the Eluards at
Eaubonne. How, we also need to consider, was hysteria in the male understood at that
time, and in what ways did it influence male attitudes and works within the surrealist
movement?

Sedgwick'’s notion of the "homosocial” provides a very useful tool in analysing
relationships and attitudes towards gender within the surrealist group, and the figure of the
bachelor assumes a key role here. In considering the homosocial character of male
groupings such as that of surrealism, the bachelor emerges, both as a central player and as
a key concept, and nowhere more so than in the work of Marcel Duchamp. An analysis of
Duchamp’s own famed bachelor status and of his deployment of the motif in his work raises
further questions about masculinity, about male attitudes towards the feminine, and about
the status of the sexual relation. Moreover, Duchamp's assumption of a female alter ego in
the person of Rrose Sélavy returns us to the question of the constructedness of gender
and more specifically, to gender as performance, as theorised in the work of Judith Butler.
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One of the key concepts considered in relation to Duchamp is that of the “Bachelor
Machine”, which derives from the work of Michel Carrouges. One of the central motifs of the
period, characterised by Reyner Banham as the First Machine Age, is that of the machine
itself. Particularly for the dada movement, having just experienced the first “machine war’,
an inhumane conflict of tanks, machine guns and gas-masked men, the machine came to
constitute a highly ambivalent motif, and one in which a recurring theme is that of the
absurdity of such machines. The theme of the machine and of electricity is explored here in
terms of a widespread “fantasmatic” surrounding the machine, a concept which embraces
both the rootedness of such machine fantasies within the (male) unconscious, as well as the
social fantasy through which this is given expression - a line which runs directly from
Shelley’s Frankenstein, via the futuristic world of Villiers' L'Eve future, to the android of
Lang’s Metropolis. What is the role of the machine in the male imaginary and how does this

fantasmatic find expression?

Picabia’s mechanomorphic works are explored in some detail in this study, as well as
considering Picabia’s own relationship with his body via such themes as neurasthenia and
machine metaphors. As well as attempting to re-read these works via the work of Deleuze
and Guattari, | also want to propose some hitherto unexplained sources for some of
Picabia’s earliest machine works, which | believe cast further light upon Picabia’s working
methods and his personal iconography. The sources for some of Picabia’s earliest
mechanomorphic works have long remained a mystery and | believe that the sources set
out here enhance our understanding of his conception of the machine, and of his attitudes
towards gender relations and the body. The application of theoretical concepts from
Deleuze and Guattari also entails a shift in the conception of the subject, away from models
such as that of psychoanalysis which are founded in lack, in favour of a mode! founded in
production. What, then, would be the implications of such a model for an analysis of
Picabia’s mechanomorphic works? And what do such metaphors tell us of Picabia’s

conception of the body - including his own neurasthenic body - and of his attitudes towards
gender and the sexual relation?

The question of male desire is a recurring refrain throughout this study and in the final
chapter of the main study | focus upon a number of deep-rooted, recurring fantasies
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encountered within surrealism. These fantasies relate to the theoretical question asked by
surrealism itself - the question of “What representations accompany desire?” - and hence of
the actual status of those representations, for example, whether or not such representations
could be entirely imaginary. These questions find their focus in Breton's fantasy, expressed
in Nadja, of discovering a naked woman in a wood and expand to include such figures as
the succubus. These questions around the status of the image for surrealism are in turn
extended to embrace the related question of the inter-relationship of image and text,
explored in relation to some of the work of Magritte and Michel Foucault’s analysis of that
work in his This Is Not a Pipe (1982).

In an appendix | turn to consider a series of drawings produced by Antonin Artaud
while incarcerated in the asylum at Rodez, between 1945 and 1946. My concern with
Artaud is to analyse the drawings which he produced during his incarceration at Rodez and
to site that analysis within the broader context of Artaud'’s writings. Again the work IS
approached from the viewpoint of masculinity and of male subjectivity, considered in terms
of an intensely corporeal conception of the body. We discover in Artaud a form of
traumatised masculinity in perhaps its most extreme manifestation, and in the work, an
intensely difficult personal iconography, but which nonetheless leads us back to many of the
themes already encountered (the creative subject, the conception of the body, the relation
with the father, etc.). Although chronologically a little later than other areas analysed here, the
work of Artaud allows us to revisit some of the themes encountered earlier in the main body
of the study, though from an entirely different angle, and in the process, to further refine our
understanding of some of the theoretical concepts taken from Deleuze and Guattari.
Moreover, | view the themes of the late texts and drawings as deeply rooted in themes
already developed in Artaud’s earlier writings of the twenties and early thirties (apart,
obviously, from the additional impact of his electroshock therapy), so that again the disparity
between Artaud and the preceding chapters is not so great as might appear at first sight.

Finally, | turn to the question of methodology. The bulk of the theoretical work is
carried out here using two theoretical paradigms: that of psychoanalytic theory (mainly
Freud, Lacan and Zizek), and that of Deleuze and Guattari (in particular, their Anti-Oedlipus).
My general approach has been a pragmatic one, attempting to give priority to the particular
context, artwork or text being analysed, and considering them from what seemed the most
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appropriate theoretical standpoint, rather than attempting to fit everything within a single
theoretical model. Because of the importance which psychoanalysis assumed in the
thinking of figures such as Ernst and Breton, with Freud’s writings also appearing in
translation in France during the twenties, the impact of psychoanalysis upon contemporary
thinking around gender issues inevitably requires some consideration. Psychoanalysis has
also been deployed here as an analytic tool, using the additional insights of Lacan and
Zizek, allowing new interpretations of works previously analysed in readings which have
privileged the classic Freudian texts. There are certain conflicts between a performance
theory of gender and one rooted in more fixed notions of gender roles and | have found it
necessary at times to deploy the latter as a form of shorthand when the performative nature
of gender has been less at issue, as for example when analysing works which clearly draw
on contemporary readings of Freudian theory. Notwithstanding such terminological shifts,
my main concern here is with a model of gender as socially constructed and in particular one
based upon the notion of performance - a model which is itself rooted in writings of the
period, in the work of Joan Riviere. There are clearly also certain incompatibilities between,
for example, a Freudian reading and a Deleuzian one, and | have accordingly attempted to
be sensitive to such conflicts - the use of Deleuze and Guattari is accordingly focussed on
the mechanomorphic work of Picabia, and on the analysis of Artaud’s drawings, where the
key concepts (such as the “body without organs”) are rooted in Artaud’s writings. This
approach allows a certain theoretical flexibility and applicability, while retaining coherence
and the overall integrity of the argument. Nonetheless, the theoretical tensions within the
work need to be acknowledged, and indeed welcomed as producing new insights, as for
example in the case of Deleuze and Guattari’s resolutely anti-Oedipal stance, which serves
as a useful foil against the earlier Freudian readings of Ernst in particular.

My approach is historical as well as theoretical, and the use of theory has been
guided by the historical context. | have tried to be sensitive to social contexts and to the
relevant theoretical debates of the period (including, for example, the surrealists’ debates
around sexuality, the reception of Freudian psychoanalysis in France, the status of the
image, or themes such as suicide) and | believe that this acknowledgment of the role of
history serves to further enhance the sense of coherence and continuity within the work.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in the text:

Breton, OC/and OCII refer to:
Breton, André, (Euvres complétes, Volumes | and ll, Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1988.

Artaud, OCI, etc. refers to the appropriate volume of:
Artaud, Antonin, (Euvres complétes, Vol.l -XXVI, Paris; Gallimard, 1956-1994.
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1. Breton, Vaché and the Nantes Group:
World War | and the Roots of Surrealism

"Jacques Vaché est surréaliste en mot"
André Breton'

Breton and Vaché: A Chance Encounter

In February 1916, while working as interne provisoire at the hospital at Nantes, the 20
year old André Breton met Jacques Vaché for the first time. Although training in
medicine, Breton was by vocation a poet, and already deeply involved in the process
of establishing literary connections (with Valéry and Apollinaire), finding his own voice,
and having his work published. Vaché, a year older than Breton, had been wounded

by a grenade during the Champagne offensive in September of the previous year and
was then still recovering at the hospital. Though he wrote and drew a little, Vaché’s own
talents were more modest and he was to become an influence far more through the
force of his character, attitudes and humour - particularly as inflected and magnified though
Breton's recollections - than through the power of his actual works. Recalling that time in

his 1924 essay “La Confession dédaigneuse™ Breton observes that Vaché would

spend an hour each morning in rearranging a few photos, bowls and violets, on a small

bedside table, and that his time was spent in painting and drawing:

LL.a mode masculine faisait presque tous les frais de son imagination.
Il aimait ces figures glabres, ces attitudes hiératiques qu'on observe

dans les bars.’
| want to stress this focus upon the masculine within Vaché's drawings and writings and to

go on to consider its significance, both to Breton in his relationship with Vache, and more

broadly, to the specific gender attitudes which inform surrealism. The two had certain

shared cultural interests and Breton notes a few of their correspondences and
disagreements:

Nous nous entretenions de Rimbaud (qu'il détesta toujours),

' Andre Breton, "Trente ans apres", in Jacques Vache, Lettres de guerre de Jacques Vaché, Paris: K
éditeur, 1949 (first published by Editions du Sans Pareil in 1919).
? In Vache, Lettres de guerre, ibid.

* Breton, La Confession dédaigneuse, ibid. (unpaginated); Breton, (Euvres complétes I, Patris:
Editions Gallimard, 1988, pp.193-202.
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d'Apollinaire (qu'il connaissait a peine), de Jarry (qu'il admirait), au
cubisme (dont il se méfiait)*,
adding too that Vaché reproached him for his enthusiasm for modernism. Whereas

Breton's tastes were more advanced, we nonetheless find a certain sophistication in
Vaché's writings - and patrticularly in his use of humour, or "umor" - which Breton was to

put to use in the gradual emergence of surrealism.

We know too, from a much later essay by Breton, “As In a Wood” (1951), of
their practice while at Nantes, of hopping from cinema to cinema:

| agreed wholeheartedly with Jacques Vacheé in appreciating nothing
so much as dropping into the cinema when whatever was playing was
playing, at any point in the show, and leaving at the first hint of
boredom - of surfeit - to rush off to another cinema where we behaved

in the same way, and soon ...’
We can see in this juxtaposition of unrelated elements, another example of the collage

aesthetic which was to become central to surrealism, and of which Breton observes "l
have never known anything more magnetising’, adding that, regardless of the titles

being shown, the important point was that "one came out charged for a few days."™ |

want to return later to these electro-magnetic metaphors, which pervade modernist
writings, and to trace their lineage in areas such as mesmerism and the rise of the
machine. But Breton also adds two further factors at work in all of this - firstly "the aid of
chance", later to become a touchstone of surrealism; secondly, and again of enormous
importance to the future development of surrealism, "its power to disorient." The
spectator, Breton observes, "passes through a critical point as captivating and

imperceptible as that uniting waking and sleeping."” So that already in these early

cinematic experiences, with their disorienting interweaving of serial thrillers such as Les
Vampires (1815-16), perhaps collaged with The Creeping Glove, we discern what are
to become some of the fundamental characteristics of surrealism.

Breton and Vaché would have met mid-way through the release of the ten
episodes of Louis Feuillade's serial Les Vampires, issued between November 1915

‘ Breton, ibid.

* André Breton, "As in a Wood", in Paul Hammond (ed), The Shadow and its Shadow: Surrealist

Writing on the Cinema, Edinburgh: Polygon, 1991 (2nd Edition), p.81.
* Breton, ibid.

” Breton, ibid. p.82.
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and June 1916.* The series starred Musidora in her trademark "maillot de soie noire" in
the role of the fatal Irma Vep and featured episodes with titles such as Le spectre, Les
yeux qui fascinent and Satanas ...* We can perhaps already see in Feuillade's master-

work a kind of precedent for surrealism, insofar as his fantastically transformed world was
nonetheless entirely plausible, thus anticipating Breton's intention to merge the realms of
dream and reality. Francis Lacassin refers t0: "le magnifique exemple d'un art réaliste
mis au service d'un univers fantastique." Lacassin observes that Feuillade based his
stories upon actual events:

découpes dans la réalité ou dans Le Petit Journal illustré et L'Oeil de la
police, miroirs d'une époque traversée de bandits en autos et
d'exécutions capitales, jonchée de malles sanglants, ébranlée par les

bombes anarchistes et les obus de la grosse Bertha.”
L.acking detailed shooting scripts, scenes were improvised as they were filmed on

location, a technique characterised by Lacassin as "'écriture automatique au
cinématographe."" A hybrid world was thus created, combining the everyday world

with a fabulous, oneiric, psychical reality rooted in the unconscious - particularly that of
unconscious desire.

What then was the actual contribution of Vaché to surrealism, and to what extent
can considerations of gender - and particularly of masculinity - be seen to have
exercised a determining role upon the form which that influence assumed? Despite their
relatively brief friendship (they met again only four or five times after Vaché returned to
the front in May 1916), and the rather sporadic nature of their correspondence (some ten
lettres de guerre from Vaché to Breton), Breton went on to mythicise their relationship
and to pose Vaché as one of the founding pillars of the surrealist movement. For Mark
Polizzotti, Breton's relationship with Vaché "remains one of the essential mysteries of

Breton's life"* , adding that “Breton saw in Vaché largely what he wanted to see ... [and

that] at this time in his life, Breton needed a nihilistic Vaché.® The year of Vaché's death,

Breton immediately published Vaché's side of their correspondence, together with

several letters from Vaché to Fraenkel and to Aragon, and in many of Breton's

Fﬁ"}ﬁmaua no.48, 1987, for a special issue devoted to the work of Louis
euliiage,

:"Slsed Fra_Pcis Lacassin, Louis Feuillade, Paris: Editions Seghers, 1964, p.71.
id. p.71.

" Ibid, p.72.

12 T;rk Polizzotti, Revolution of the Mind: The Life of André Breton, London: Bloomsbury, 1995,
D.42.

? Polizzottl, ibid. p.43.
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subsequent writings we find reference to the central role which he accorded Vaché in the
emergence of what was to become surrealism. In one such instance Breton writes:

Son comportement et ses propos nous étaient un objet de
continuelle référence. ... Toujours est-il qu'il incamait pour nous la plus
haute puissance de "dégagement” ... (... dégagement surtout a

l'egard de la "loi morale" ...)."
But if a myth, Breton's Vaché was one in which Vaché himself actively collaborated and

where, in his writings, Vaché's "chameleonism" is immediately apparent in the entirely
different personas which he presents to his correspondents.

However, it can be demonstrated that, in his mythicisation of the life and death of
Jacques Vaché, Breton in fact elides all reference to his friend's literary affiliations at
Nantes, and that, during the period of their correspondence, Breton was unaware of
other important aspects of Vaché's life. For example, on Vaché's leaving again for the
front in May 1916, Breton observes: “il m'écrivait rarement (lui qui n'écrivait a personne,

sauf, dans un but intéressé, a sa mere tous les deux ou troi mois).™ In fact, thisis

entirely incorrect, as even the title of Georges Sebbag's Jacques Vaché: Quarante-Trois
Lettres de Guerre a Jeanne Derrienindicates. Derrien was then a young woman on
voluntary wartime service at the hospital at Nantes, and conducted an extensive
correspondence with Vaché between July 1916 and January 1918. Sebbag also

dates some sixty letters from Vacheé to his parents, again hardly the quarterly duty
suggested by Breton.” To this we can also add an unquantified correspondence with

the writer Jean Sarment (Jean Bellemere), a former fellow pupil of Vaché's at the Grand
Lycée de Nantes. The sole example of this latter correspondence, published by
Michel Carassou, presents a very different side of Vaché to that given by Breton, and in
place of the bored young dandy, celebrated for his dégagement, we are instead given
a very moving picture of a young man who, though retaining his sang-froid, very clearly
believes he is about to die:

Je pars ce soir pour I'endroit le plus stupide de la grande bataille, d'ol
peu reviennent. Je vais aller & la tranchée fleurie du nom de <tranchée
des cadavres> ... Je ne voudrai pas donner & cette lettre la ligne
solennelle d'un monument funébre .... Mais ... je dois te dire que cela
vamal..... Il faut compter a cette tranchée funébre 70% de pertes.

C'est le pourcentage prévu au-dela duquel 'honneur est sauvé sur ce
'* Andre Breton, Entretiens (1913-1952), Paris: Editions Gallimard, New edition, 1969, p.45.
'* Breton, La Confession dédaigneuss, op. cit.; Breton, OC!. D.200.

'* Vache's letters to his parents were also published by Sebbag in Jacques Vaché, Soixante-dix-neuf
lettres de guerre, Paris: Editions Jean-Michel Place, 1989.
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point-1a."
Vaché goes on to request of Sarment that, in the likely event of his not being amongst

the survivors, “tu brileras ce que tu voudras. Je laisse cela & tes soins, car je sais que tu
feras comme j'aurais fait.” The suggestion here is both of a close friendship and perhaps
also a far more extensive correspondence. In fact, Vaché's assessment of his
prospects at the front was proven to be rather prescient - he was wounded a month
later, on 25 September 1915, and was returned to his hometown of Nantes in order to
recover.

Breton's elevation of Vaché, based as it is on only very partial knowledge of his
friend, therefore points us to the importance of such close inter-male friendships,
particularly in the circumstances of total war. What, then, does this friendship tells us of
the condition of masculinity during wartime, and how might this assist our understanding
of the various writings and artworks which were to issue from this context?

Masculinity and World War |

Paul Fussel has observed of World War | that:

It was a hideous embarassment to the prevailing Meliorist myth which
had dominated the public consciousness for a century. It reversed the

Idea of Progress.*
After the initial thrusts following its launch in August 1914, the war quickly settled into a

stalemate of immaovable opposing forces settled in trenches stretching across Belgium
and the whole of France, a war of murderous attrition which was to cost some three and a
half million men to the Central Powers, while the Allies lost some five million men. In
relation to masculinity, Fussell characterises the impact of the conflict in terms of a certain
loss of innocence, for a generation raised on abstract values like courage and manliness,

in the novels of Rider Haggard or the Arthurian romances of Tennyson and William
Morris. Such literature would provide the romanticised terminology for an entire

ideology, expressed in terms such as valour, honour, fate and the heavens, or
euphemisms such as strife or the fallen. According to Joanna Bourke, the war "subtly

'" Jacques Vachég, letter to Jean Sarment, 21 August 1915, in Michel Carassou, Jacques Vaché et le
groupe de Nantes, Paris: Editions Jean-Michel Place, 1986, p.205.

;'QF;%UI thssell. The Great War and Modern Memory, New York and London: Oxford University Press,
, p.8.
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shifted concepts of masculinity"® , though she rejects the thesis of masculine "alienation”
as consequent upon the war, as found in the writings of Graves, Sassoon, and Owen,
among others. Taking a briskly pragmatic view, Bourke argues that, for the most part,
the survivors had simply to get on with rebuilding their lives. And she likewise rejects
the notion that those men involved in the conflict were "brutalized" by their experiences,

emphasising instead their sense of community and connectedness with home life.
Furthermore, in terms of male attitudes towards women, Bourke is sceptical of claims of

Increased misogyny during the postwar period, viewing this as more confined to areas
of particular conflict, such as in occupations like teaching. Margaret Higgonet, citing the
work of Fussell and Eric Leed's No Man's Land, detects a shift in the dominant model of
masculinity, indicated by "ambivalent attitudes towards aggression ... coupled with

deep fear, disorientation, and passivity", indicators which she reads in terms of a "crisis of
masculinity."® For Higgonet, war is, in itself, "a gendering activity" - a "discourse of
militarism" - and one which "ritually marks the gender of all members of a society,
whether or not they are combatants.”

Whereas factors such as the emergence of the "New Woman" and increasing
feminist activism produced gender tensions throughout Europe during the immediate

pre-war period, for Michell Perrot "the French experience was especially conflictual.”™

Perrot argues that paralleling this emergence of a new feminine identity, "a 'masculinity
crisis' developed for which World War | eventually provided a heroic outlet." The
postwar backlash against women's gains was particularly severe in France, leading
Perrot to conclude that the war had "a profoundly conservative, even retrogressive,
effect on gender relations." This crisis found cultural expression, she argues, in "the
affirmation of virile values, physical, cultural and moral", citing for example, the new cult of
spor, or the rise of detective and science fiction. Alongside these developments we
also find an emergent homosexual culture.

| will turn later to the question of specific models of masculinity, but first want to
map out the general social climate within which masculinity operated and to relate all of

"* Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Mals: Men's Bodies, Britain and the Great War, London:
Heaktion Books, 1996.

*® Margaret R. Higgonet (ed), Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1987, p.2.

*' Michelle Perrot, "The New Eve and the Old Adam: Changes in French Women's Conditions at the
Turn of the Century" in Higgonet (ed), ibid. p.51.
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this to the linked issue of the male body. In very broad terms, gender relations in Britain
at the time of World War | remained those of the late Victorian era, as briefly
summarised here by Bourke:

By the 1870s, the ideologies of separate spheres had firmly placed
men and women within secure enclaves in which their roles were
clearly acknowledged. The womanly woman was gentle,
domesticated and virginal: the manly man was athletic, stoical and

courageous.?
The classic statement of that doctrine of separate spheres is found in John Ruskin's

Sesame and Lilies (1865), in which Ruskin characterises the masculine in the following
terms.

The man’s power is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently
the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for
speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, and for

conquest ...%
With regard to morality and moeurs in France, Antony Copley paints a broadly similar

picture and indeed characterises the moral atmosphere in terms of the persistence of
"Victorianism".* Copley summarises the French situation in terms of a "catholic and

conservative morality", with patriarchy embodied in the Civil Code, and where women
are dedicated to motherhood and the domestic realm. In relation to homosexuality,
whereas some relaxation of attitudes is experienced after the mid 1870s, following
developments in French psychiatry - particularly in the work of Charcot and Magnan - in
practice this served on the one hand to deliver certain homosexuals from the grip of
criminality, only to hand them over to that of the psychiatric institutions. Thus, for
Copley: "The moral climate for the homosexual during /a belle époque remained

largely hostile,"®

The central actor in this drama was of course the male body itself, and for Bourke,
the whole point about the male body during the Great War, was that "it was intended to

be mutilated",” with 31% of those serving in the British army being wounded. France

suffered some 1.4 million dead, and another 4.25 million wounded. But just as
importantly, given the technological refinements of modern warfare, "the severity of

2 Bourke, ibid. p.13.
** John Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies (1865), in J.M. Golby Culture and Society in Britain, 1850-1890,
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1986, p.118.

* Antony Copley, Sexual Moralities in France, 1780-1980, London: Routledge, 1989,
** Copley, ibid. p.147.

*® Bourke, ibid. p.31.
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those mutilations was unprecedented." Sidra Stich roots her interpretation of surrealist
art in the socio-political upheaval of the War and the subsequent political turmoil within
Europe during the period of the rise of fascism.® Stich views the war itself as a major

source of the more disturbing or violent surrealist imagery, as for example in the case of
the razed landscape of North-East France, or again, the case of the appalling physical
injuries inflicted upon the bodies of the combatants (fig.1). Moreover, Stich observes
that "the ‘fantasies’ of the surrealists were often based on the disorder and strangeness

of things actually seen or events that actually occurred."® One such significant example
might be that of Breton's wartime encounter with shell-shocked soldiers, which | consider
later. Stich also cites Walter Benjamin's observation that Surrealism was:

concerned literally with experiences, not with theories and still less with
phantasms. And these experiences are by no means limited to
dreams, hours of hashish eating, or opium smoking .... [Surrealist]
creativity resides in a profane illumination, a materialist, anthropologicat

inspiration.”
While accepting Stich's overall thesis on the impact of the War and subsequent politicat

turmoil upon the art of the period, it is at times difficult to see the precise linkages at play
here, while in the case of artists such as Bellmer a far more compelling case can be
made In terms of partibular gender issues (problematic relations with women, and with
the father) as inflected through contemporary socio-political events (the rise of fascism,

etc.) - as has been documented in the work of Hal Foster.® Nonetheless, the intensely

physical nature of the war is undeniable and its impact will be traced through the
corporeality of the body and related psycho-somatic experiences - shell-shock, male
hysteria, the impact of the war upon vision. The military historian Martin Van Crefeld has
argued that one of the central functions of war is an "affirmation of masculinity" and it is
undoubtedly the case that the Great War exercised a powerful grip, and in many cases
a traumatising influence, upon the generation of young men who survived it.

During the war itself, the propaganda effort demanded the heroisation of the

‘7 Bourke, ibid. p.33. Bourke notes that, on the British side, there were over 41,000 amputees, with
another 275,000 suffering less serious injuries to arms and legs. Some 60,500 suffered injury to
head and eyes.

*® Sidra Stich, Anxious Visions: Surrealist Art, Berkeley: University of California, 1990.

# Stich, ibid. p.26.

3 Wa_lter Benjamin, “Surrealism", cited in Stich, ibid. p.26. See also Margaret Cohen, Profane
lllumination: Wialter Benjamin and the Paris of Surrealist Revolution, Berkelay, Los Angeles, London:
University of California Prass, 1993.

' Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1993.
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wounded male body - for example the image of Apollinaire with head wound, in the
Military Hospital in Paris, in 1916 (fig.2). It has been suggested by Katia Samaltanos
that Duchamp's Apolinére Enameled (1916-17) (fig.3) might allude to this well-known
photo, and that the image might be said to illustrate Duchamp's pun “L'arrhe de ia
peinture est du genre féminin' 2 But it might also be suggested that we see in

Duchamp's image an allusion by one future cross-dresser (Rrose Sélavy) to the literary
cross-dressing of Apollinaire as the critic "Louise Lalanne”, in a women's column which he

wrote for a year, during 1909, for the magazine Les Marges.® We also find in this work

the features which Shattuck, in The Banquet Years, identifies in Apoliinaire and his other
three selected artists - ambiguity, a delving into the unconscious, humour, and the

reference to childhood® - in effect, a condensation of Apollinaire's contribution to early

modernism.

If we contrast with the wounded Apollinaire, a similar image of Vaché in his
hospital bed at Nantes (fig.4), one immediate difference is the aimast dadaist collage
which sprouts from the wall above the injured Vaché - a heterogeneous collection of
signs, objects and images, which includes texts such as "POSTES", "Ni Fleurs, ni
couronnes” and (in English) "DON'T SPIT". We might see in this proto-dadaist
manifestation, perhaps one more marker of the shift in sensibility from the generation of
Apollinaire to that of Breton and Vaché. One source of Breton's growing disillusionment
with Apollinaire during the period immediately prior to his death, is rooted in Breton and
Vaché's growing antipathy toward the increasingly nationalistic and chauvinistic tone of
Apoliinaire's pronouncements - as for example in the case of Apollinaire's lecture The

New Spirit and the Poets ("France, keeper of the entire secret of civilization").> Vache
was later to write of Apallinaire: “Mais nous ne connaissons plus Apollinaire ni Cocteau -
Car - Nous les soupgonnons de faire 'art trop sciemment ... And in a later, more

personal attack, Vaché wrote complaining of Apollinaire writing for La Bayonnette, and
adds rather viciously: "mais il est déja lieutenant trépané, n'est-ce pas, et on le décora -

2 Katia Samaltanos, Apollinaire: Catalyst for Primitivism, Picabia and Duchamp, Ann Arbor, Michigan:
UM! Research Press, 1981.

33 Ses John Richardson, A Life of Picasso, Volume Il: 1907-1917, London: Jonathan Cape, 1996,
p.204; also Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years: The Origins of the Avant-Garde in France, 18835 lo
World War [, Revised Edition, London, Jonathan Cape, 1969, Ch.9.

“Shattuck, ibid., p.37.

** Apollinaire cited in Polizzotti, op. cit. p.62.

" Vache, Lettres de guerre - letter to Breton, 18 August 1917.
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Well "

It is perhaps no more than fortuitous that Breton should have met Vaché at the
Nantes hospital in February 1916 - precisely the time at which the first manifestations of

dada were appearing on the stage of the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich - and yet this
coincidence requires deeper examination if we are to grasp the precise contribution of

Vache to surrealism, as well as to cast more light upon the complex relationship of both
to the Dada movement. Georges Hugnet, for example, observes of Vaché that: "Son

refus de tout désigne Vaché comme précursor de I'état d'esprit dada."™® What precisely,

then, was Vaché's contribution to the future orientation of the group surrounding Breton?

Vache and the Nantes Group

Entirely eclipsed in Breton's mythicised version of Vaché as patron saint of surrealism, is
all mention of Vaché's close connection with the "Nantes Group", a literary grouping
formed by pupils and former pupils of the Grande Lycée de Nantes, between 1913-

15.® Apart from Vaché, this group included Pierre Bissérié, poet Eugéne Hublet, and

the actor-writer Jean Bellemere (Jean Sarment, author of Cavalcador, Jean-Jacques de
Nantes), and in the view of Martin Sorrell, the group "has a claim to be a major forerunner

of Dada and Surrealism."® According to Henri Béhar, as with similar groups at Rennes

and at Rheims:

ce qui rassemble ces jeunes gens, c'est leur haine commune envers le
Bourgeois, le Philistin, le Mufle, cible de tous leurs sarcasmes. Haine

naturelle du pére dira-t-on. Maniére de s'affirmer."
Shared literary interests, according to Béhar, included Shakespeare, Baudelaire, Barrés,

Musset, as well as Gide and Wilde. The proximity of Rennes to Nantes might suggest
an obvious connection with the work of Jarry, though the passion for ‘Pataphysics
seems to have been more specific to Vaché and it has been argued that it may well
have been Fraenkel who in fact alerted Vaché to the significance of Jarry's work.
Members of the group cultivated certain "attitudes" and shared a certain sacreligious

* Vaché, Lettres de guerrs - letter to Aragpn, July/Aug 1918.
*® Georges Hugnet, Dictionnaire du dadalsme, 1916-1922 Paris: Jean-Claude Simoén, 1976, p.361.
** For a full account of the Nantes Group see Carassou, op. cit.

** Martin Sorrel, "Jacques Vaché's Letters from the Front (1916-1918)" in Richard Sheppard (ed),
Dada: Studies of a Movement, Chalfont St Giles: Alpha Academic, 1979, p.100.
*' Henri Bohar, "Departs”, in Carassou, op. cit. p.8.
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humour; some used cocaine, and there is evidence from Vaché's letters, as weli as from
the manner of his death, that he was an experienced user of opium. It is worth noting
that Vaché's role in the small-scale publications of the Nantes bande (En route, mauvais
troupe and le Canard Sauvage) is generally judged to have been a minor one, and that
he made no contribution to the final review Ce que les sars ont dit. Polizzotti considers

that Vache was "a secondary contributor to the group's activities,"? while Sarment has

called him "le plus anodin" of the group.®

In relation to gender attitudes, the group elaborated a complex hierarchy of men
and of women, which served to further enhance their sense of elitism. That of men
peaked at the heights of "Les Mimes", descending down through the "Sars", the "sous-
hommes" and the "sur-hommes”, to "les généraux" at the very bottom - though Vache
apparently suggested a lower category for his own father, a marine captain, along the

lines of the "untouchables".”* The order of women is of particular interest insofar as it

proposes a broad divide between the domain of godesses - "les Fuyantes sacrées" -
and that of mortal women, stretching down through "nos soeurs putassiéres", "la putain
au grand coeur", "mes soeurs les respectées putains", with the deepest contempt
reserved for the "Mére cousine”, a figure of conformist respectability. The persistence of
such attitudes is evidenced in Vacheé's letter to Breton of 29 April 1917, which is

decorated with a cartoon image of "ma soeur la putain familiere",®* while one of the two

male images is of the "tough guy" type, cigarette hanging from lower lip, and captioned
"my brother the big city ponce". We discover these same "shady", criminal types,
apparently leaving a theatre, in an undated drawing by Vaché (fig.5), reproduced in
Carassou - and there are perhaps links here between these "gangster" types, and
those of political anarchism which | discuss later. As ever in Vaché's drawings, we find
the same careful attention to fashion details and accessories, in the cut of a coat, the style
of a hat, or the turned-up collar.

Carassou characterises Vaché's father in terms of a "petit homme nerveux,
autoritaire, tres décore et tres vieilli ..."* According to Jeanne Derrien "Son pére devait

** Polizzotti, op. cit. p.43.

* Jean Sarment, cited by Henri Béhar in Carassou, op. cit. p.12.

** Carassou, op. cit. p.24.

** Reproduced in Roger L. Conaver (ed), Four Dada Suicides: Selected Texts of Arthur Cravan,

Jacques Rigaut, Julien Torma and Jacques Vaché, London: Atlas Press, 1995, p.218-219.
*¢ Carassou, op. cit. p.24.
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Btre trés dur avec lui®, and that "Il le détestait."” Derrien relates how Vaché had got to

know a young, female employee of an undertaker who had offered him a discount, and
that Vaché had asked her to reserve a place for his father. Writing to his father,
explaining how he had come to be wounded, Vaché sarcastically observes that "Je
regrette beaucoup d'avoir quitté le front au moment intéressant,"® while to Derrien he
confides "je sors d'un enfer." It is clear from the tone of Vaché's wartime letters to his
father (and in contrast with those to his mother), that there was little warmth between the
two men. Jean Sarment describes Vaché as "habillé avec un plus grand soin et un gros
effort vers le dandyisme," adding that: "li portait le monocle & l'oeil gauche et s'était voue
au genre anglais."® Vaché had English roots on his mother's side of the family, and his
apparent Anglophilia - his adoption of English expressions and habits, his serving as a
translator with the Biritish forces, etc. - might also be read as a further rejection of the
father.

Vaché and Wartime Masculinity

Vaché himself is described by his correspondent Jeanne Derrien as "un pur" and she
adds: "C'était un garcon glacial, pas bavard du tout, tres réservé".® Their relationship

was undoubtedly a purely platonic one ("Jamais je ne I'ai embrassé, méme serre la
main)", and Sebbag makes the point that for Vaché, as for others in that circle, including
Breton and Fraenkel, women were either raised into the category of the pure and chaste
- the petite fille modéle - or fell within the various categories of the fallen, the grue or the
putain. Of Breton, Derrien observes dryly: "Monsieur Breton était antiféminin. 1l n'était

méme pas aimable, presque pas poli ... |l était tres fermé."™ Sebbag judges the three

men to have been "délicatement misogynes", while considering Vaché "le plus
équivoque des trois, comme si sa quéte de <petites filles> pouvait masquer un attrait

pour les gargons ..."* - an issue we will return to when considering the manner of

Vaché's death. Sarment nicely captures something of Vaché's gender attitudes,
together with his style of humour and use of Anglicisms in Cavalcadour:

*" Jeanne Derrien, interview in Georges Sebbag (ed), Jacques Vaché: Quarante-trois lettres de guerre
a Jeanne Derrien, Paris, Jean-Michel Place, 1991, p.28.

“ Vaché, letter of 1 October 1915, in Vaché, Soixante-dix-neuf lettres de guerre, op. cit.

* Jean Sarment from Jean-Jacques de Nantes, quoted in Carassou, op. cit. p.28.

% Derrien, op. cit., p.26.

5t Darrien, in Sebbag, ibid. p.26.

52 Sebbag, ibid. p.ix.
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Pas ces demoiselles, excuse me gentlemen | Je me détourne - hont
soit qui mal y pense - de ce sexe abusif, endurci dans le despotisme.
Je mets de cété quelques mystérieuses, insondables petites filles;
mais pour la gloire de leur durée dans mon estime, il faudrait me les

tuer a 13 ans.”
Breton too throws further light on Vaché's attitudes towards women in La Confession

dédaigneuse, as in this description of a woman known simply as "Louise", whom he met
in Vaché's room at Nantes, and whom Vacheé.

obligeait & se tenir des heures immobile et silencieuse dans un coin.

A cing heures elle servait le the, et, pour tout remerciement, il lui baisait
lamain. Al'en croire, il n‘avait avec elle aucun rapport sexuel et se
contentait de dormir pres d'elle, dans le méme lit. C'était d'ailleurs,

assurait-il, toujours ainsi qu'il procédait.”
Attitudes which, Breton concludes, serve to anticipate the question subsequently posed

by Gide: "Jacques Vache était il chaste?".

Breton also reports an equally revealing incident involving Vaché and a young
girl, another Jeanne, whom he rescued one night from two toughs who were abusing her
in the vicinity of the Gare de Lyon. Vaché eventually abandoned her after their
spending a night together in a hotel near the Bastille, but significantly omitted from the
edited version of the incident in the 1949 edition of the Lettres de guerreis Breton's final
comment that "l have reason to believe that in exchange, she gave him a dose of

syphilis.™ In omitting such details Breton focuses on the more romantic aspects of the

escapade and provides us with a more mythicised version of the life of Vache, where
we remember instead the first night that the couple spent together, given sheiter by "un
eteigneur de réverbéres qui, par une poétique coincidence, exercait le jour la profession

de croque-mort."*

We find throughout Vaché's drawings an obsessive dissection of contemporary
masculinity, focussed upon eccentric English military types, elegant and aristocratic
types, and tough guys and gangsters - and where we constantly find close attention to
fashion details, an insistence upon style or the cut of a uniform, and above all the
expression of a particular "attitude". The Derrien letters are particularly rich in terms of

their imagery and boast a cast of English eccentrics as bizarre as that of Peake's

** Jean Sarment, Cavalcadour, cited in Carassou, op. cit. p.34.
** Breton, La confession dédaigneuss, op. cit.

** Breton, Disdainful Confession (English translation), in Four Dada Suicides, op. cit. p.247.
*® Breton, La Confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.
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Gormenghast. What's immediately striking here is the contrast between the visually-rich
letters to Derrien, with their often sophisticated imagery, and the far more basic, cartoon-
like drawings in the few facsimile copies published of the letters to Breton. On his return
to the front after his recovery, in May 1916, Vaché was attached to the English forces in
the capacity of translator and we discover in his letters a clear fascination with the range of
masculine types encountered there. We find one such striking example in Vaché's
second letter to Jeanne (fig.6):

L'autre jour je demande a mon Major insolent ce qu'il faisait en bras de
chemise, en terrain découvert - Le bombardement commencant - La

réponse tranquille: < - | enjoy my pipe ..> Well II¥
Indeed, we discover this Jarryesque sense of the absurd throughout Vache's letters - a

realm of eccentrics, where the norms, morality and logic of everyday reality have been
almost entirely abandoned - only to be replaced by that of an entirely other, strictly
hierarchical order, by the absurdity of military discipline, and a rather savage gallows
humour. Vaché's astute eye for both English eccentricity and the fashion detail is again in
evidence in this extract from the summer of 1917, with accompanying sketch of an
English officer, who appears - despite the torrential rain - hands on hips, languidly
smoking, and sporting:

la tenue d'ETE assez extravagant: chemise de soie cachou, culotte
courte (avec quel plil) bas noirs de soie aussi, et ESCARPINS - Bien

- Je dois dire qu'il ne sort pas du camp en ce déshabille galant.”
In another of Vaché's drawings, bearing the inscription "Toth" (fig.7), we find an elegantly

uniformed young officer in an attitude of casual disdain towards his German prisoner, a
model of masculine control and restraint - and a model of masculinity with which Vache
himself might well have identified.

Vaché’s attitude towards his own masculinity often reflects distinctively Anglophiie
attitudes, obvious in his sense of humour and his predilection for English uniforms, dress-
style and attitudes. We can detect, particularly in his early attitudes towards the war, the
influence of lan Hay's The First Hundred Thousand (1915), a rollicking yarn which
humourously traces the recruitment and training of a detachment of Kitchener's volunteer
army during the very early stages of the war. Vaché was strongly taken by Hay's book
and planned to illustrate it. There's a certain naive innocence in Hay's cheery, populist
account of war, aimed at reassuring the people at home, while discreetly concealing from

* Vaché In Sebbag, ibid. - letter 2, Aug-Sept. 1916 7
** Vaché, in Sebbag, letter no.37, 29 July 1917.

14



them the true horror of what was actually going on - again an indicator of “manliness” and
restraint. Hay, as we can gauge from the titles of other of his books - A Man's Man, or
The Right Stuff- was acutely concerned with masculinity and appropriate forms of male
response to the challenges of war. Notions of bravery and heroism are modestly
played down, as in this extract from the opening poem:

But yesterday, we said farewell
To plough; to pit; to dock; to mill.
For glory? Drop itt Why? Oh, well -

To have a slap at Kaiser Bill.”
And Hay's poem concludes with the line: “He did his duty - and his bit!" The style of

humour found in Hay is apparent in this exchange in the darkness during a night patrol.

“War is hell and all that, but it has a good deal to recommend it. |t

wipes out all the small nuisances of peace-time.”
“‘Suchas-.-7?
“Well, Suffragettes, and Futurism, and - and - “

“Bernard Shaw” suggested another voice.”
Hay also drily observes of the trenches - which extended some 400 miles across

Belgium and France - that at least trench warfare “tidies things up a bit”, where the result
is "an agreeable blend of war and peace" - again a form of ironic understatement which
pervades Vaché’s letters. The cheery optimism and humourous drawings of Vache's
letters to Jeanne Derrien give way, though, to the more savage, Jarryesque humour of
the disillusioned letters to Breton of the later years of the war, with their complaints of
boredom, miserable conditions and imprisonment, and their prevailing tone of deep
cynicism.

With regard to the the commonly adopted metaphor of the "theatre of war’,
Fussell observes:

The most obvious reason why "theater" and modern war seem so
compatible is that modern wars are fought by conscripted armies,
whose members know they are only temporarily playing their ill-

learned parts.”
And he adds that the wearing of "costumes" i.e. uniforms which designate some fixed

role, "suggests the sense of the theatrical." We might further suggest that there is a
strong sense in which trench warfare, with its fixed positions which soon develop into a
kind of travesty of civilian life, is itself inherently theatrical. The trenches soon accumulate

" lan Hay, The First Hundred Thousand, Edinburgh and London: W. Blackman and Son, 1915.
* Hay, ibid. p.120.
*' Fussell, op. cit. p.191.
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many of the structures of everyday life, for cooking, washing, recreation, etc., and Hay
observes that signposts appear in the British trenches indicating places like "Piccadilly
Circus", or "The Haymarket", while planks over a stream are labelled "London Bridge."
Hay also parodies the division in civilian life, between the world of work and pleasure:

The firing-trench is our place of business - our office in the city, so to
speak. The supporting trench is our suburban residence, wither the
weary toiler may betake himself ... for purposes of refreshment ana

repose.*
And he adds that the firing-trenches are lined "with little toy houses on either side ...

painted, furnished and decorated.” Fussell also observes that this notion of the
theatricality of war is further reinforced by "the availability of a number of generically rigid
stage character-types ... the sadistic Sergeant, the adolescent, snobbish Lieutenant, the
fire-eating Major, the dotty Colonel." This, then, is the wartime world which as an
interpreter with the British, Vacheé inhabited for much of the war, and indeed, it is
precisely such a range of military types that we encounter in Vaché's letters.

Breton describes Vaché himself as "treés elegant", and recounts his almost
fetishistic love of military uniforms: “Dans les rues de Nantes, il se promenait parfois en

uniforme de lieutenant de hussards, d'aviateur, de médecin.”® And in fact, in the various

extant photographs of Vaché, we discover him in a bewildering range of both English
and French military uniforms (for example, fig.8), further accentuating the already strong
sense of Vaché's identity in terms of the theatrical and of his social role as performance.

It is often noted of Vaché that, like Jarry, he modelled himself upon his own creation, but
with Vaché this is further complicated by his "chameleonism", where different friends or
correspondents are presented with radically different personas. Put more strongly, it can
be argued that Vaché's masculinity itself becomes one more aspect of this performance,
along the lines of gender as performance as theorised by Judith Butler: “Gender is the
repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory
frame .."”™ For Butler, following Foucault, substantive categories such as "sex" and
"gender" which pose as being simply "natural”, are in fact highly elaborated social
constructions, the fixing of which is a function of discourse. For Foucault, there are no
sexual identities which are somehow "outside" or "before" the effects of power - the

°¢ Hay, op. cit. p.97.

* Breton, La confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.

** Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London and New York:
Routledge, 1990, p.33.
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effects of socialisation, the family, etc. Citing Simone de Beauvoir's celebrated dictum
that "one is not born a woman, but rather, becomes one", Butler extends that claim to
masculinity, while also rejecting any simple binary oppositon of masculine and feminine
with its presumption of a heterosexual norm, embracing instead sexual identities which
are open and multiple.

For Butler, then, "gender is performatively produced™ , it is "always a doing", as

opposed to some fixed, essential quality of the subject - and it is precisely this sense of
masculinity as performance which we discover in Vaché's theatrical deployment of
military uniforms, in the endless details of civilian costume over which he fantasizes in his
letters, and in the various roles adopted by him, both in fantasy and reality. As he
boasted in a letter to Breton: “J'al successivement été un littérateur couronné, un

dessinateur pornographe connu et un peintre cubiste scandaleux ... The writer and

boxer Arthur Cravan, too, in his prose poem “Hie!” boasts his multiplicity:

Mondain, chimiste, putain, ivrogne, musicien, ouvrier, peintre,
acrobate, acteur:
Vieillard, enfant, escroc, voyou, ange et noceur; millionaire ...| ... ]

Je suis tous les choses, tous les hommes et tous les animaux!”
And Cravan exclaims: “My fatal plurality!” This all sounds, in its somewhat rakish

swagger, as though straight out of some adolescent, cowboy adventure story and rather
close to Vache in another of his letters to Breton:

Je serai aussi trappeur, ou voleur, ou chercheur, ou chasseur, ou
mineur, ou sondeur - Bar de ['Arizona (Whisky - Gin and mixed?), et
belles foréts exploitables, et vous savez ces belles culottes de

cheval a pistolet-mitrailleuse ...*
Throughout most of his wartime correspondence with Breton, Aragon and Fraenkel,

Vache assumes the pseudonym J.T.H. or "Jacques Tristan Hylar", but in his final letters
becomes "Harry James" - perhaps ambivalently identifying with his father, James
Vacheé, while also suggesting the hero of some boys' adventure story. So that the

performance of masculinity, and of identity, was for Vaché a continually recreated and
shifting construction.

° Butler, ibid. p.24.

* Vache, Lettres de guerre - letter to Breton, 11 October 1916, op. cit.

* Arthur Cravan, “Hie" in Maintenant, Second Year, no.2, July 1913, reproduced in Maria Llulsa
Borras, Cravan: Une stratégie du scandale, Paris: Jean-Michel Place, 1996.

** Vache, letter to Breton, 14 November 1918, in Vaché, Lettres de guerre de Jacques Vaché, op. cit.
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Une fourberie drole: Humour, Anarchism, Dada

Vaché, as we have noted, was himself partly of English extraction through the family of
his mother® and certainly cultivated Anglicisms in his manner, dress, and not least in his

style of humour - or "umour". Itis a style of humour central to Breton's formulation of
surrealism, and comprehensively demonstrated in his Anthologie de I'numour noir
(1945), but which Breton first finds embodied in the figure of Jacques Vaché. For
Breton, this style of humour in Vaché is inextricably bound up with his form of revolt: "His
refusal to participate is absolute", while at the same time, "he maintains all the 'outer signs
of respect', of a somewhat automatic acquiescence to precisely what the mind deems

most insane."” The debt to Jarry too is clear, where we find, as Béhar observes,"une

mise a distance, une théétralisation de la vie quotidienne."”

Vaché's definitive statement on the meaning of the term "umour" comes in his
letter to Breton of 29 April, 1917: "IL EST DANS L'ESSENCE DES SYMBOLES

D'ETRE SYMBOLIQUES." To which Vaché adds that "Il y a beaucoup de formidable
UBIQUE aussi dans l'umour" and that "c'est une sensation - j'allais presque dire un

SENS - aussi - de linutilité théatrale (et sans joie) de tout."? The terminal point in this

sense of the "theatrical futility" of all things, is surely Vaché's "suicide" itself, compounded
by his "decision" to take along with him an unknowing companion, and in all of which
Breton discerns - surely stretching any definition of "humour" beyond breaking point -

"une derniére fourberie dréle."” In his Anthologie de 'humour noir Breton re-formulates

Vaché's concept of umour using Freudian terminology, describing this form of humour as:

the revenge of the pleasure principle (attached to the superego) over
the reality principle (attached to the ego) ... The hostility of the
hypermoral superego is thus transferred to the utterly amoral id and

gives its destructive tendencies free rein.”
But with specific reference to Vaché himself, Breton interestingly observes that:

A superego of pure simulation, veritable pattern of its kind, was
retained by Vaché only as an ornament: an extraordinary lucidity
conferred an unusual, wilfully macabre, and extremely disquieting cast

° Martin Sorrel tells us that Vaché's "maternal grandmother's name was Pearson, she came from near
London, and married a Frenchman called Vincendeau." - in Sheppard, op. cit. p.99.

"® André Breton, Anthology of Black Humor, trans. Mark Polizzotti, San Francisco: City Lights Books,
1997, p.293.

"' Henri Béhar in Carassou, op. cit. p.13.

"* Vache, Leltres de guerre, letter to Breton, 29 April1917, op. cit.

s Breton, La confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.

’* Breton, Anthology of Black Humor, op. cit. p.vil.
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upon his relations with the id.”
While Breton's usage of Freudian terminology is often somewhat oblique, this does

seem an extremely perceptive analysis in the light of Vaché's hostile relations with
authority, whether with his father (a marine captain), or with the French and British military
authorities. It accords, too, with Vaché's theatrical play with uniforms - indeed, with the
entire murderous reality in which he was bound up for the final four years of his life - and
not least, the savagery of his ultimate fourberie drole. But we might also view this as
one possible strategy in dealing with an unbearable reality for a generation caught up, as
Sandra Gilbert observes, between "a deadly technocracy on the one hand and deadly
bureaucracy on the other™ - the outcome of which, for Gilbert, was a generation of

emasculated men - of ciphers or cannon fodder.

We have already noted, in relation to "umour”, what Breton describes as Vaché's
absolute refusal to participate, and which | want now to link to the question of anarchism
and the Nantes group, together with its relationship with dadaist revolt. Vaché's "refusal
never assumed the form of anything so definitive as desertion, but rather, as Breton
points out, "Vaché opted for another kind of insubordination, which we might call
desertion within oneself."” The issue of anarchism was hotly disputed in France during

the immediate postwar period and was the central factor in the scandal which followed
the appearance of the first review produced by the Nantes group in 1913 - En route
mauvaise troupe. This otherwise fairly innocuous adolescent literary review, produced
under the clear influence of the preceding generation of Symbolists, is characterised by

Carassou as "anarchist" in tone and includes one article by Rigaud,” which directly

confronts the issue of anarchism and which distinguishes political anarchism from the
bourgeois' conflation of the anarchist with the apache. The resulting scandal which broke
in the regional newspapers is symptomatic of the sensitivity of the authorities to the
whole issue of anarchism at the time, and particularly in the light of the growing wave of
patriotism being experienced in the build-up to World War I. There had been growing
social unrest in France since the 1890s, with terrorist attacks by Ravachol and Emile
Henry, and this in turn reflected increasing international tension across Europe, with strikes
and murders, eventually culminating in the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand at

Sarajevo in June 1914 and the outbreak of war. Shattuck too points to the significance
> Breton, ibid. p.294.

"® Sandra Gilbert cited in Sidra Stich, op. cit. p.31.
’? Breton, ibid. p.293.
"® Rigaud, "Anarchie”, in En route, mauvaise troupe - reproduced in Carassou, op. cit. pp.42-49.
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of anarchism from the 1880s onwards, as a paradigm of revolt for young intellectuals and
for the artistic avant-garde, and cites the view of Buisson who saw in anarchism:

the spirit of revolt ... of examination and criticism, of opposition and
innovation, which leads to scorn and hate of every commitment and

hierarchy in society, and ends up in the exaggeration of individualism.”
Buisson's words surely unerringly find their target in the figure of Jacques Vaché - in his

disrespect of all authority, his nihilism, his extreme individualism - and point up the
significance of the example of anarchism in relation to the revolt of the avant-garde, and
in particular, that of the dada movement. Polizzotti points out that anarchism had again
become topical during 1913 when the anarchist gangster Bonnot attained the status of

populist hero and that Breton cites political anarchy as "one of the seeds of surrealism."

Polizzotti adds that Breton began to take note of the anarchist press during this period
and to consider the notion of political art - an early link with radical politics which was to
later find its echo in the commitment of surrealism to permanent revolution and its political
affiliation to communism.

Vaché, Breton: Dada and Surrealism

As Breton observes in La Confession dédaigneuse, his meeting with Vacheé in
February of 1916 came for him at a crucial moment:

Je traversais un des moments les plus difficiles de ma vie, je
commencais a voir que je ne ferais pas ce que je voulais. La guerre

durait.”
Richard Cork notes in A Bitter Truth®, that the war had by 1915 reached a state of

deadlock, and that by 1915-16 even those artists who had initially approached it as
offering the potential for positive social change (Beckmann, Nevinson) had largely

reached a state of deep disillusion - others were already dead (Macke, Gaudier-
Brzeska) or were suffering major trauma (Kirchner). For Breton:

Le tout était de vivre encore ... Ecrire, penser, ne suffisait plus: il fallait a
tout prix se donner l'illusion du mouvement, du bruit ...»

In the light of his "final letter” before being sent to the "tranchée des cadavres", the

'® Cited in Shattuck, op. cit. p.20.

*® Breton cited in Mark Polizzotti, Revolution of the Mind: The Life of André Breton, London:
Bloomsbury, 1995, p.15.

*! Breton, La confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.; Breton, OCI, p.1909.

** Richard Cork, A Bitter Truth: Avant-Garde Art and the Great War, London: Yale University
Press/Barbican Art Gallery,1994 - see chapters 3 & 4,

*3 Breton, La confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.
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wounded Vaché was already, in a sense, returned from the dead, and the savage
humour of his letters, his problems with the military authorities resulting in his

imprisonment,* and the manner of his eventual death, all suggest a man with little to lose.

Vaché certainly seems a changed man on his return to the front. Eric Leed argues
that the frontsoldier developed a "defensive personality" as a consequence of the
immobility of trench warfare and the instinct for survival. Most conscripts on both sides of
the trenches sought as quiet a life as possible by minimising antagonising the enemy,
thus cultivating a sharp split with the "offensive personality" promoted by the staff, as
well as a strong identification with the similar plight of the enemy - all equally victims of an
impersonal, industrialised war. Vaché's growing hatred of his leaders, indeed of the
whole generation of the "fathers", and his attitude of "moral desertion" were therefore
shared with many others of his generation, and we can see in all of this quite clear signs
of a breakdown of the official "martial" model of masculinity, displaced by a less
confrontational, survivalist mode!l. Leed even argues a "collective estrangement” from
the military role by those serving in the trenches and the sense of having an "invisible

personality” not recognised by the leadership.®

For Carassou, whereas dada could have been - and indeed, to a degree was -
sparked off in any number of places, surrealism was far more the specific outcome of a
particular configuration - of the specific mixture of Vaché and the "sars" of Nantes, with the
figure of André Breton. Carassou roots surrealism in the Nantes group's rejection of
positivism and its attendant logic, and instead its embrace of the alternative logics of
children, of "primitives”, and in its use of intuition in place of analysis. For Henri Béhar, the
Nantes group shared many of the sentiments and revolt expressed by dada - a
condemnation of the old world, the radical critique of art (albeit expressed rather
differently) - and views both as the revolt of youth against a bankrupt civilisation.
Certainly at least one member of the Nantes group, Pierre Bissiéré, has claimed that
"Nous avons inventé le mouvement Dada™ - a view shared by Hugnet, who, as we

have seen, viewed Vacheé's spirit of refusal, of negativism, as "précursor de l'etat

** See undated letter to Aragon: "Je suis in prison, naturellement, et peu apte cependant a exprimer
des choses visibles sur votre oeuvre ..." - Lettres de guerre, op. cit.

* Eric Leed, No Man's Land: Combat and Identity in World War |, London, Cambridge, New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1979, p.113.

*® Pierre Bissiere, cited in Carassou, op. cit. p.233.

21



d'esprit dada."”

In La Confession dédaigneuse, Breton is quite specific on the question of dada
at the time of his meeting with Vaché:

<Dada> n'existait pas encore, et Jacques Vaché l'ignora toute sa vie.

Le premier, par consequent il insista sur limportance des gestes,
chere a M. André Gide.

The reference to Gide and the importance of gestures points to that author's Les Caves
du Vatican, first published in 1914, with its character Lafcadio, widely admired by Breton
and his circle. Perhaps the most egregious such gesture was that of the sensation

caused by Vaché's sudden appearance at the premiere of Apollinaire's Les Mamelles
de Tirésias, which he subtitled "A Surrealist Drama", staged in Montmartre on 24 June,

1917. According to Breton's account of the incident, Vaché appeared during the interval
following the first act:

Un officier anglais menait grand tapage a l'orchestre: ce ne pouvait étre
que lui. Le scandale de la representation l'avait prodigieusement
excité. Il était entré dans la salle revolver au poing et il parlait de tirer a
balles sur le public. A vraidire le <drame surréaliste> d'Apollinaire ne
lui plaisait pas.”

As Polizzotti observes, of the nearly two dozen reviews of the performance, only

Aragon's mentions the Vaché incident ; as Aragon was by this time also a close friend of

Breton, we can perhaps see in this incident a proto-surrealist embellishment of reality.
Nonetheless, Breton insists on the incident having taken place, and that its effect upon
him was profound; as he later observed:

Never before, as | did on that evening, had | measured the depth of
the gap that would separate the new generation from the one
preceding it.*

And across a range of accounts of it, Breton makes of this heavily mythicised incident,
one of the founding pillars of surrealism - as we find echoed in the Second manifeste du
surrealisme:

L'acte surréaliste le plus simple consiste, revolvers aux poings, a

descendre dans la rue et a tirer au hasard, tant qu'on peut, dans la
foule.”

Nonetheless, such a gesture would not have been entirely out of line with a certain streak

*” Hugnet, op. cit., p.361.
°® Breton, La confession dédaigneuse, op. cit.
** Breton, cited in Polizzotti, op. cit. p.60-61.

" André Breton, "Second manifeste du surréalisme" (1930), in Breton Manifestes du surréalisme,
Paris: Gallimard, 1962, p.74; Breton, OCJ, op. cit. pp.782-3.
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of malicious humour we sometimes find in Vaché's letters, as in this remark addressed to
Breton:

Rappelez-vous que j'ai ... une bien bonne amitié pour vous - que je
tuerai d'ailleurs - (sans scrupules peut-étre) - apres vous avoir

inddment dévalisé de probabilités incertaines...”
Or again, we find such savagely Ubuesque statements as: "tachez d'arranger un

spectacle a grand effet pour que l'on tue ensemble quelques personnes et que je m'en
ailie."® As Alain and Odette Virmaux® point out, Vaché is here reprising Pere Ubu's

"Alors je tuerai tout le monde et je m'en irai”, from Jarry's Ubu Roi, So that both in his
letters and in the absurd incident staged by Vaché at the theatre we find Vacheé "in
character", playing out his own invention, albeit one in parnt derived from Jarry and from
his earlier performances amongst the sérs of Nantes - and running through that
performance, a powerful and unpredictable streak of anarchism. Moreover, as Fussell
observes, combatants experienced a sharp split between their own experience and
that of those far from the action, such that:

The visiting of violent and if possible painful death upon the
complacent patriotic, uncomprehending, fatuous civilians at home was

a favourite fantasy indulged in by the troops.*
And Fussell notes that Sassoon similarly fantasized the massacre of a music-hall crowd,

crushed by tanks.

Vaché's final pertormance

Toward the end of the series of Vaché’s Leftres de guerre, we discover an increasingly
dark, and at times despairing tone - complaints of the endless boredom, depression,
even imprisonment, and of the unlikelihood of ever being released from military service
with any remaining semblance of sanity:.

Je sortirai de la guerre doucement gateux, peut-étre bien, a [a maniere
de ces splendides idiots de village (et je le souhaite).”
And to which he adds the somewhat paranoid proviso, "pourvu qu'iLS ne me

décervelent pas pendant qu'lLS m'ont en leur pouvoir?" - again a reference to Jarry and

the absurdity of "la machine a décerveler" (Ubu Cocu) which Vaché often links to the
"' Vache, Lettres de guerre - letter to Breton, 5 July 19186.

2 Vachéd, letter fo Fraenkel, 4 June 1917.

* Alain and Odette Virmaux, Cravan, Vaché, Rigaut: Suivi de le Vaché d'avant Breton, Mortemart:
Rougerie, 1982, p.22.

" Fussell, op. cit. p.86.
** Vaché Lettres de guerre - letter to Breton, 14 November 1918.
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arbitrary power of the military authorities. As Kenneth Silver points out, Paris and the
front line were, in effect, two quite different realms, and that whereas Paris was
"congested with myth, fiction, propaganda, prohibitions ...", the front was "relatively free
of ideology".*® Silver argues that the rigidity of military discipline obviated the need for
persuasion through wartime propaganda to anything like the extent encountered in
civilian life - in effect, a military "machine a décerveler". We find too in Vacheé's letters, a
strong sense of this detachment, as when he speaks of civilians as a "race apart", or
again, of being exiled to some far-off country and the whole experience being like some

kind of dream.” Eric Leed too observes that participants in the war underwent "a deep
and profound alteration of identity" and that: "Many spoke of having inhabited two
distinct worlds, of having seemed two distinct persons."* lt is therefore not difficult to

see the war, as Sidra Stich does, as some kind of alternative reality - as a parallel world
of sudden and uncomprehending death, arbitrary authority, pulverised bodies,
decimated landscapes, and destroyed towns - and hence to discern connections with
the anxious alternative world proposed by surrealism.

But this sense of an alternative reality is also further reinforced by the habitual use
of drugs within the alternative circles of French youth - Carassou for example points 10

the use of cocaine amongst the Nantes group, while Richardson® details drug use within

the Parisian avant-garde. There exists in the Lettres de guerre, fairly conclusive
evidence of Vaché's familiarity with drugs, both in terms of the imagery sometimes
evoked, and also in terms of direct references to opium, as in the following extract:

Je fume a coup sur un peu de <touffiane>, cet officier <au service de
sa Majesté> va se transformer en androgyne ailé et danser la danse

du vampire ...'"®
In the same letter Vaché adds that "J'imagine - Les anglais sont en réalité des

allemands, et je suis au front avec eux, et pour eux ..." - a claim, repeated in other letters,
which has some parallels with that of the case of a patient reported by Breton and which
he used as the basis of a prose poem Sujet. Breton's patient, a "young, well-educated
man', had attracted the attention of the military authorities through his extreme

**Kenneth E. Silver, Esprit de Corps: The Art of the Parisian Avant-Garde and the First World War,
Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989, p.81.

" Sebbag, op. cit. - see letters five and six.

® Eric Leed, op. cit., p.1.

" Richardson, op. cit. For example, Richardon refers to Apollinaire, Salmon and Picasso as having a
taste for opium and visiting opium dens (p.4 & pp.62-63).

" Vache, Lettres de guerre - letter to Breton, 5 July 1916, op. cit.
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recklessness during bombardments (rather like the smoking English officer sketched by
Vaché), and when subjected to medical examination insisted that "the supposed war
was only a simulacrum, the make-believe shells could do no harm, the apparent injuries
were only makeup" - and that nothing the doctors could argue would convince him
otherwise.” Renata Salecl, in an analysis of the role of anxiety in contemporary culiture,
has pointed to a strikingly similar case, involving a young Israeli soldier serving in the
Yom Kippur war. The soldier was able to survive the experience only by creating the
fantasy that he was participating in a war movie, thus creating some consistency in his
reality, but eventually suffered a major breakdown when he encountered a pile of
corpses mixed with the bodies of horses - a scene which he had never encountered in a

movie, and hence entirely unassimilable within his fantasy.'®

Apart from the psychical damage occasioned by war, we have already
encountered in Vaché's letters certain references to drug-taking and to that alternative
reality upon which it opens out. There are perhaps literary precedents here which would
link the Anglophile dandy Vaché to the use of opium in the works of Oscar Wilde - as,
for example, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, where we find another beautiful and
perpetually young dandy, and who also has a friend (Adrian Singleton) whose life he
destroys through opium. Vaché died suddenly of an opium overdose, in a Nantes

hotel, on the 6th January 1919. In Le Télégramme des Provinces de I'Ouesf® the

following day, it was reported that the son of one of the most honourable families in
Nantes, together with a friend, had been found dead, naked together in a hotel
bedroom, and that an American soldier had raised the alarm. Vaché and his friends were
described as part of a gang of young "noceurs”, and while recognising a national
problem of drug use amongst the young, the article asserts that the problem had not
hitherto affected Nantes. In L'Express de I'Ouest of January 9th, it is argued that the
circumstances of the death would suggest inexperienced drug users. The article of
January 7th also speculates on the source of the opium, suggesting as one possibility
that Vache's father (not mentioned by name) may have been the source, through his
travels in the East - an accusation which must surely have incensed the father and set the
seal on their poor relationship during Vaché's lifetime; after Vaché's death the father

"' Breton, cited in Polizzotti, op. cit. p.53. See Breton, OCI, pp.24-5.

" Renata Salecl, "Images of Anxiety", unpublished lecture, University of Westminster, 10 November
2000.

"** Reproduced in full in Vaché, Lettres de guerre.
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erased all trace of his son's memory.

Carassou points to Breton's pointedly ignoring the fact that Vaché had been
found naked, in a hotel bed, with another man, attributing this neglect to Breton's own
prejudices against homosexuality. He also adds that, according to another of Vaché's
Nantes friends, Pierre Lanoé, there had been a fourth young man in the hotel room,
André Caron, who was known for his homosexual partners, and who had managed to
drag himself out of the hotel. Carassou seems inclined toward the thesis of Vache's
probable homosexuality, which in turn would raise questions on the nature of Breton's
relationship with Vaché. Certainly for Sedgwick, close homosocial relationships entail the
ever-present potential to become homosexual ones, while a number of commentators
have noted that the intense inter-male bonding created during times of war tended to
create an environment in which homosexual experiences become more likely. In
Vaché's case there is no conclusive evidence and the issue only serves to point to the
complexity of sexual identity during such a charged period.

Breton insisted that there was certainly nothing involuntary in Vaché's death, that
Vaché was in fact an experienced opium user, and that he had decided upon a final
"fourberie dréle" in opting to take a friend along with him - a suggestion dismissed as
"monstrous” by a number of other commentators. Nonetheless, as Carassou
demonstrates, a number of witnesses support Breton's stance. Marc-Adoiphe
Guégan, writing in 1927, argued that Vaché had told someone only weeks beforehand

that he would not die alone, and that he would take someone along with him."™ Derrien

too inclines towards the thesis of suicide, but interestingly also links this to Vaché's
troubled relationship with his father:

Son pére devait étre tres dur avec lui ... |l le détestait. ... Je
commence a croire ... que Jacques avait organisé sa mort. il avait fait
scandaleuse un peu pour punir son pére.'®

We could also point to a torn photograph of Vaché in civillian clothes, which he is said to
have used for target practice (fig.9), which again might support the notion of a death-
wish. However, in the view of others who knew Vaché - Jean Sarment, Paul Perrin - the
notion of suicide is dismissed. Nonetheless, for Breton, writing in the Anthologie de
'humour noir, the evidence of Guégan provided striking confirmation of his insistence

" Marc-Adolphe Guégan, La Ligne du coeur, No, 8, 15 January 1927 - cited In Carassou, op. Cit.
'** Jeanne Derrien in Sebbag, op. cit.p.28.
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upon Vaché's suicide:

a trustworthy source [Guégan writes] sent me a horrifying revelation.
Apparently Jacques Vaché said a few hours before the tragedy: / will
die when | want to die ... But then [l'll die with someone else. Dying

alone is too boring ... Preferably one of my very best friends ...."*
Breton's insistence upon this romantic death - for what we have here is surely an

updated version of Wallis's Death of Chatterton (another beautiful red-haired youth) -
points to its significance as one of the founding myths of surrealism; a myth built, though,
with a certain degree of resigned acquiescence on the part of its victim, upon the corpse
of Jacques Vaché. One can almost hear his final Well.

™ Marc-Adolphe Guégan, La Ligne du coeur (January 1927), quoted in Breton, Anthology of Black
Humor, op. cit. p.294.
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2. Fetish, Fantasy and Masculinity
in the Work of Max Ernst

A Sabaean odour - an aromatic fragrance - a delicious sensation
for which there is no name: | mean a scent, such as fills the shop
of some curious glover.

Cervantes, Don Quixote.

Dada and Postwar Trauma

Following the loss of Vaché, Breton turned in the immediate postwar period to the Dada
movement and in particular pinned his hopes on the figure of Tristan Tzara to provide
the spark needed to ignite some new and insurrectional literary movement. Breton first

encountered dada journals, including Tzara's 1918 Dada Manifesto,™ during the war,

and he first wrote to Tzara on 22 January 1919, only weeks after Vaché's death. Fearing
disturbances, the French government allowed demobilisation to proceed only very
slowly, and Breton and his circle gradually realised that a return to the pre-war status quo
was underway, dashing any hopes for radical change. Dada therefore seemed to hold
the key to a shake-up within the arts and there were numerous indications of such an
oppositional cultural shift even before the much anticipated arrival of Tzara in Paris, on 17
January 1920 and the immediate launching of the first Dada season. in April of the
same year, Breton began to correspond with Max Ernst whose work he had first come
across in Die Schammade, the Cologne dada journal which Ernst directed, thus
establishing a further bridge through which dada would exercise an influence upon
events in Paris.

Even before his own arrival in Paris in the autumn of 1922, the work of Ernst had
preceded him in an exhibiton of his collages at Au Sans Pareilin May 1921 and had
begun to assume enormous importance in relation to the still emergent visual style, or
more accurately styles, assumed by surrealism. This was due in no small measure to his
still-emerging collage aesthetic. Coming as he did from a distinctly authoritarian,

Wilhelminian socio-cultural background, in a country still coming to terms with the trauma

" Tristan Tzara, "Manifeste dada 1918", in Tzara, Dada est tatou, Tout est dada, Paris: Flammarion,
1996, pp.203-213.
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of a lost war, Ernst can be taken as representative of a particularly troubled male
subjectivity; and a trauma which | wish to argue as central to any understanding of the
early work, up to around 1924, when we see his style and subject matter changing
radically. | want first to consider Ernst and masculinity in terms of a "language of gloves” -
in particular, to highlight the importance to masculinity of fetishism and to briefly trace the
development of this motif in the art and literature of the late nineteenth century - a period
on which Ernst drew extensively in his collage novels, no doubt in part for the barely
veiled sexual undercurrents which he is able to tease out of its works. | shall focus in
particular upon the highly influential glove series of Max Klinger - Paraphrase on the
Finding of a Glove (1881) - and develop the discussion of the glove motif within
surrealist imagery generally.

Much of my analysis of Ernst and masculinity finds its focus in the relationship with
the father, and because of his enormous influence upon Ernst, | also want to include here
some consideration of Giorgio de Chirico and his own highly formative relationship with
his engineer father. By inserting the glove within the context of late nineteenth-century
investigations of sexuality, in which fetishism assumes the role of the key perversion, |
want to argue that the glove points us to the emergence of competing forms of male
sexual identity which were to become crucial to the development of alternative forms of
male subjectivity within surrealism. Morevoer, that these models, privileging as they do
the erotic, the fetishistic, and the perverse, signify a rejection in the wake of the World
War |, of the dominant model of normative, procreative sexuality advocated by that
generation of rejected fathers. | therefore deploy the glove here, not simply as a motif in
its own right within artworks and literature, but also more broadly as an index of intense
anxieties and radical changes within male subjectivity during this period - as a symbol of
shifting social mores and the forging of alternative, and often "deviant", sexual identities.

Kaja Silverman uses the phrase "male subjectivity at the margins™® to refer to these

alternative identities, and it is therefore at the margins | want to begin, with the theme of
masculinity, fetishism and the glove.

'*® Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins, New York and London: Routledge, 1992.
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Confused Masculinity and the Language of Gloves

A good deal of recent work on nineteenth-century culture has focused on the positioning

of the feminine in relation to modernity, analysing issues such as the "doctrine of
separate spheres", gender relations and in particular, the socio-political position and

representation of women.”™ In this, much attention has been given to the social

construction of femininity, to issues such as the gendering of the gaze and in particular to
the representation of the female body. Increasingly though, attention has turned to the
construction and representation of masculinity, in a critique which questions its claims to

universality, innateness, and transhistorical fixity." During the Victorian era, masculinity is

organised around the concept of manliness, characterised by Norman Vance as
"embracing qualities of physical courage, chivalric ideals, virtuous fortitude, with additional

connotations of military and patriotic virtue."" In fact, it can be shown that masculinity

undergoes a gradual metamorphosis over the course of Victoria's reign, with the "manly
ideal" being continually remoulded in conformity with the ideological imperatives of nation
and empire. As David Newsome points out:

To the early Victorian it represented a concern with a successful
transition from Christian immaturity to maturity, demonstrated by
earnestness, selflessness and integrity; to the late Victorian it stood for
neo-Spartan virility as exemplified by stoicism, hardiness and

endurance.'™
Arthur Brittan argues that "styles" of masculinity will relate closely to their socio-historic

context and be subject to change, but that there is an underlying ideology of
"masculinism” which serves to underpin patriarchy, and which is stable and resistant to

change.”™ Michael Roper and John Tosh, too, insist on the central role of patriarchy,

which they define, drawing upon Weber, in terms of "father rule"; "social authority based
on a family structure in which the oldest male presides over an extended family."* For

Roper and Tosh, masculinity is continually changing, shifting in relation to its "other", and

' See for example Lynda Nead, Myths of Sexuality, Oxford and Cambridge Mass.: Blackwell, 1988;
Linda Nochlin, Women, Art and Power, and Other Essays, London: Thames and Hudson, 1991; Janet
Wolf and John Seed, The Culture of Capital, Manchester: MUP, 1988.

" See Joseph A. Kestner, Masculinities in Victorian Painting, Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1995: Herbert
Sussman, Victorian Masculinities, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995; Arthur Brittan,
Masculinity and Power, Oxford and Cambridge Mass.: Blackwell, 1989; Michael Roper and John Tosh
(eds), Masculinities in Britain since 1800, London and New York: Routledge, 1991; Pamela Nunn,
Problem Pictures: Women and Men in Victorian Painting, Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1995: J. A. Mangan

and James Walvin, Manliness and Morality, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987.
""" Norman Vance, cited in Mangan and Walvin, op. cit. p.1.
"2 David Newsome, ibid.

'S Arthur Brittan, op.cit. p.4.
"'* Roper and Tosh (eds), op. cit. - see their Introduction.
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must continually be proven:

Despite the myths of omnipotent manhood which surround us,
masculinity is never fully possessed, but must perpetually be

achieved, asserted and renegotiated.'®
While many historians and theorists are therefore agreed on the instability and mutability

of the concept of masculinity, | want to pursue more radical models which insist upon the
constructedness of that category.

Carole Vance makes a basic distinction between "Cultural Influence Models" of
gender which accept cultural influences without problematising the basic terms of the
theory, and the more radical category of "Social Construction Theory", where sexual
acts, identities, object choice, and even desire itself, are explicable in terms of social
construction.”™ "Gender" must first be distinguished from "biological sex", and the

presumed correspondence of male sex with masculinity placed under question. Abigall
Solomon-Godeau, who analyses "excessive" forms of male embodiment in French
Neoclassical painting, argues that gender is to be conceived as "a contingent, varable,
and inescapably social ensemble of values, beliefs and behaviours projected and

imposed upon the physical givens of sexual difference."” For Solomon-Godeau, both

sides of this equation are produced within a patriarchal order which produces "ideologies
of gender” in order to maintain the prevailing imbalance of power. | want to turn later to
Judith Butler's conception of gender as a performative category, but for the moment
wish to consider the question of its social construction and in particular to analyse the role
of representation in that construction.

Rather similar ideals of masculinity seem to have been shared by the western
European nations that were to become the principal combatants of World War |, though
subject to certain local variations - for example, resort to the duel as a mean of resolving
inter-male disputes died out during the early nineteenth century in England, whereas in
France duels were still being fought well into the following century. But of equal
Importance, we see masculinity again subject to further transformation in response to
changes such as the continuing shifts in the position of women, and the male reaction to

the war itself - particularly in terms of a rejection of the fathers and their value-system,
'"* 1bid. p.18.

"f Carole S. Vance, "Social Construction Theory and Sexuality”, in Maurice Berger, Brian Wallis ang
Simon Watson (eds), Constructing Masculinity, New York: Routledge, 1995, pPp.37-48.

‘1“’ Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Male Trouble: A Crisis in Representation, London: Thames and Hudson,
997, p.18.
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deemed responsible for the conflict. Ernst, bornin 1891 at Bruhl, a small town between

Cologne and Bonn, has described his own father as "trés autoritaire ... catholique de
stricte obédience ...".'® and as in the case of so many others of Ermnst's generation, we

discover a powerful rejection of the masculine ideals of the generation of the fathers as
part of a more wide-ranging rejection of all that that generation held aear - authority, the
family, rationality, and values such as duty.

As Brittan, Kestner and others, point out, masculinity can be grasped only in
relation to femininity and to the underlying and unequal power relations between the
sexes; gender relations will reflect material power relationships. | first want to consider
these relationships in the context of mid- to late-nineteenth century painting, in order to
sketch out the context for Kiinger's work, and the background for Ernst's, in terms of the
debates around gender. We discover such an unequal relationship in William Hoiman
Hunt's The Awakening Conscience (1853), which depicts a St. John's Wood love-nest
(fig.10), a bourgeois interior which could profitably be contrasted with that of Louise
Ernst-Strauss's Augustine Thomas et Otto Flake, which | discuss below. In Ruskin's
analysis of this image in a letter to The Times, he notes that "even the most trivial objects
force themselves upon the attention of a mind which has been fevered by violent and

distressful excitement."™ And while he adds that "There is not a single object in all that

room ... but it becomes tragical, if rightly read", Ruskin pointedly fails to comment on the
glove prominently displayed at the fallen woman's feet. The glove lies limply on the
floor, below the man's outstretched hand, and we might suspect that its explication
would be both unnecessary and unsuitable in the pages of The Times. Linda Nochiin,
pointing to the dropped glove in Hunt's image and in Rossetti's Hesterna Rosa refers to

"tell-tale symptoms of a moral as well as a physical carelessness."® | want to suggest

too, that the glove marks a shift in the order of experience of the image, from the visual,
to the tactile - as a kind of eruption within the visual field, where hand and glove point the
viewer to the epidermal, the carnal, the corporeal. And hence the invisibility of that

experience to Ruskin's penetrating but detached gaze.'
""® Max Ernst, Ecritures, Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1970, p.11.

"% John Ruskin, Letter to The Times, 25 May, 1854. Reproduced in J. M. Golby (ed), Culture and
Society in Britain 1850-90, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986, p.104.

'20 | inda Nochlin, "Lost and Found: Once More the Fallen Woman", in Women, Art and Power, and
Other Essays, op. Cit., p.71.

'2t Apropos hands, Leonore Davidoff notas that "hands were also regarded as the agents of the "dirty"
work involved in masturbation, an obsessive concern of the middle class at this time."; in J.L.. Newton,

M.P. Ryan and J. R. Walkowitz (eds), Sex and Class in Women's History, London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1983, p.69.
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| therefore want to explore the significance of this metonymic signifier of male
presence and to consider its implications in relation to the late Victorian mode! of
masculinity. In Alfred Elmore's On the Brink (1865), the male again figures as seducer
(fig.11). The woman, having lost all her money at the gambling tables, now faces the
loss of her virtue to her male rescuer. Again, the gesture here is interesting, with one of
the man's hands either reaching into a leather purse, or perhaps toying with his glove. A
Freudian reading of the symbolism implicit here, given that this is a scene of seduction, is
clear enough; but quite apart from such connotations, during the nineteenth century
gloves were also associated with contraception. The first book on contraception to be
published in England was Carlile's Every Woman's Book: Or, What Is Love, of 1826.
In that book, Carlile describes the man's use of an early form of condom, known then as
a baudruche or "glove", and the fabrication of early condoms from animal intestines and

skin serves to further underline this association with the corporeal and epidermal.’ In his

History of Contraception, McClaren also tells us that the association of condoms with
prostitution and disease - the fear of syphilis - made them less acceptable in
respectable nineteenth-century households. So that these underlying sexual
connotations might further reinforce the sexual symbolism of gloves in images of the
"fallen woman".

In James Tissot's The Bridesmaid (c.1883-85), a somewhat rakish groom is
tucking his newly-married wife's skirts into the bridal carriage, whereas his roving gaze is

quite clearly fixed upon the watching bridesmaid.” But I'm also drawn here to the

glove, again rather rakishly half unfurled - and again rather pointedly incongruous, given
the formality of a Victorian wedding. In this erotics of gloves, then, the glove would
appear to be clearly on the side of sexual malpractice, or of illicit sexuality. | want to

pursue this further in relation to some literary works of the period, beginning with a brief
snippet from the American author Henry James, in an 1888 essay on London. James
writes there of his fascination with the city on his arrival in London, and of the
"inexhaustible interest" of every object as he walks along the Strand. He writes, "in
particular it struck me as desirable and even indispensable that | should purchase most

of the articles in most of the shops.” But he then suddenly changes tack:

142 Aangus McClaren, A History of Contraception, Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1990,
p.183.

“* See C. Miller, L. Nead, and G. Pollock, Images of Women, Leeds: Leeds City Art Gallery, 1989, for
confirmation of this reading of the Tissot.
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Memorable is a rush | made into a glover's at Charing Cross ...
Keen within me was a sense of the importance of deflowering, of

despoiling the shop.™
The language here is surely striking: the idea of suddenly "rushing" at the shop and the

sexual connotations of "deflowering" and "despoiling”. Again this erotic undercurrent in
relation to the glove, and perhaps too, an erotics of consumption - the fetishization of the
commaodity.

Secondly, let us consider this brief scene drawn from the diaries of A.J. Munby,
an obsessive, not to say fetishistic, collector of data drawn from the everyday lives of

working women.”® Under a dripping tree in Hyde Park, Munby offers the shelter of his

umbrella to a young woman employed in a drapery store and the somewhat stilted
conversation turns to gloves:

"We've not many gentlemen customers", she went on, "ours is mostly
a ladies' shop: but sometimes a gentleman might come in for gloves or
that. Yes, if he asked me to put the gloves on for him, | should, of
course: but not without. And if he wanted to joke me, | should say "one

of the young men'll attend to you, Sir",™
Again - and clearly prompted by Munby's questioning - there is the sense of there

being something rather indelicate, perhaps sexually suggestive, in a man being fitted for
gloves by a woman. Certainly in the case of Munby, and we might suggest more
broadly, the sexual charge derives in part from the differential power relationship at play
here, a theme | want to pursue further in the next extract.

The third text | want to briefly consider is Emile Zola's sex-and-shopping
melodrama, Au Bonheur des Dames of 1882. Zola's novel is based on the first of the
great department stores, the Bon Marché, reconstructed as a large store in 1869. The
entire novel is marked by a certain ambivalence towards the modern: the gigantic store
is continually expanding, producing ever more spectacular displays, ever more goods;
but at the same time it is linked with death - with the inevitable collapse of all the small
shopkeepers driven to bankruptcy, suicide or death. lt is linked too with the highly
eroticised seduction of its female customers - as Rita Felski points out, placing sex and

capital at the centre of modern social relations. The store itself - the Bonheur - is closely

% Henry James, “London”, in James, The Portable Henry James, New York: The Viking Press, 1951,
p.521-2.

'*® See Griselda Pollock, " 'With My Own Eyes': Fetishism, the Labouring Body and the Colour of Its
Sex", Art History, Vol.17, no.3, September 1994, pp.342-382.

'** Munby, quoted in Derek Hudson, Munby - Man of Two Worlds, London: John Murray,1972, p.98.
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linked to its male owner and manager, Mouret, whereas its clientele is almost exclusively
female. The central theme is therefore one of seduction - of customers seduced by
ever more elaborate displays, spectacles, sales and promotions; and overlaid by the
simultaneous sexual seduction of the women by Mouret. Here is Mouret speaking of

"the exploitation of Woman".

C'était la femme que les magasins se disputaient par la concurrence, 1a
femme qu'ils prenaient au continuel piége de leurs occasions, apres
l'avoir étourdie devant leurs étalages. lls avaient éveillé dans sa chai<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>