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and Eaten Horizons (Spiste horisonter, 1950), made in collaboration 
with Jørgen Roos; the documentary film L’Invention du monde (1953), 
directed by Jean-Louis Bédouin and Michel Zimbacca, with a narra-
tive written by the surrealist poet Benjamin Péret; the feature films of 
the writer and director Nelly Kaplan, with a particular focus on A Very 
Curious Girl (La Fiancée du pirate, 1969) and Néa (1976); and the films  
of the Czech surrealist director, animator, and artist Jan Švankmajer, 
with a particular focus on The Flat (Byt, 1968), Down to the Cellar 
(Do pivnice, 1983), and Lunacy (Šileni, 2005). Freddie’s films and 
L’Invention du monde were made in the years following Le Surréalisme 
en 1947, while Kaplan’s and Švankmajer’s works were made in the face 
of crucial further changes in surrealism. The films span different for-
mats, including the experimental short film, the documentary, the fea-
ture film, and stop-motion animation. They all, however, relate clearly to 
the revised aims of surrealism that Breton set the movement on during 
and after World War II, and they contribute to, and intervene in, the 
attempts at forming a new myth.

Surrealism scholar Jacqueline Chénieux-Gendron points out that  
“[i]t is a perilous enterprise to try to separate the history of the Surrealist 
movement from an elucidation of its major intellectual points.”10 I seek 
to expand the understanding of surrealist cinema by relating parts of its 
post-war production to precisely those intellectual points that led up to 
and were formulated in relation to Le Surréalisme en 1947. However, 
just as the surrealist interest in myth and magic has been little explored, 
its meaning and ramifications are contested.11 Therefore, I also seek to 
contribute to the broader understanding of surrealism’s call for a new 
myth. To these ends, I draw on a wide range of primary sources, includ-
ing surrealist art, literature, and other writings, documentation of exhi-
bitions and exhibition catalogues, and published interviews. I also do 
close readings of surrealist writings on myth and magic. I pay particular 
attention to many of André Breton’s works that are seldom referenced in 
film studies, but I also discuss writings by many lesser-known surrealists. 
Constructing a broad context for the films in this manner allows me to 
detect the traces that the change in direction has left on them.

Approaching surrealism in this way calls for a shift in the signposts 
that stake out the borders and centres of surrealist activity. After World 
War II, Buñuel is not necessarily the central surrealist film director. 
Breton and Bataille cannot be considered the polar opposites that they 
are so often construed as.12 Césaire and his fellow Martinican writers 



had contributed significantly to surrealism and altered its often contested 
relation to the non-European other.13 Esoterically inclined surreal-
ists such as the artist Victor Brauner and the writer Pierre Mabille are 
as important for this era’s art and thought as Salvador Dalí and Louis 
Aragon were for the interwar period. In line with how the 1947 exhibi-
tion foregrounded the international multiplicity of its contributors, the 
post-war period saw an ever-increasing diversity in surrealism, including 
an increased participation of women in the movement.14

Like so many surrealists, the filmmakers under discussion here 
are also erudite theorists. If large parts of the book set out to deline-
ate their engagement with surrealism and interpret their films’ engage-
ment with myth in relation to them, I do not, however, mean to suggest 
that the filmmakers’ intentions exhaust the meaning of these rich films. 
Examining how the directors’ attempts at rendering art mythical and 
magical take expression in practice, I also acknowledge that this practice 
overspills the boundaries set out in theoretical statements. The films do 
not, then, merely tautologically illustrate or exemplify ideas in surrealist 
“theory.” They are active contributions to and developments of surreal-
ist myth and magic, alternately strengthening and disrupting its tenets. 
I consider the films, then, to work in line with contemporary notions 
that cinema can function as a kind of thought.15 But surrealism calls for 
a more sustained engagement with the primacy of the unconscious and 
the imagination in such film-thinking than contemporary theory tends 
to allow for. Hence, I turn to the philosopher of science and the imagi-
nation Gaston Bachelard in order to emphasize the role of the vivid and 
unpredictable life of the imagination in surrealist film-thinking. In an 
important essay, Bachelard stresses that there is primarily a poetic genesis 
for even such a seemingly doctrine-driven work as Honoré de Balzac’s 
Swedenborgian novel Séraphîta (1855). For Bachelard, poetry, in the 
broadest sense, can never be reduced to an illustration of ideas. Instead, 
he considers the poetic image to be “privileged in that it acts as both an 
image and an idea,” and talks about it in terms of “an image-thought or 
thought-image.”16 Similarly, the films that I discuss here need to be seen 
as poetic contributions to the search for a new myth, results of a think-
ing imagination rather than an application or expression of pre-formed 
ideas.17 Adapting Bachelard’s thought to film theory, then, I consider 
these surrealist films to be examples of “an imagination that thinks.”18 
In that respect they are able, even obliged, to think in different ways 
about the matters at hand than discursive language allows. They strive 
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to create new myths, rather than simply illustrating preconceived ideas 
about myth.

This book, then, is about surrealism as much as it is about cinema. It 
argues that the change in direction towards myth and magic provides an 
illuminating context for parts of surrealist cinema. It is interdisciplinary 
and intermedial, and situates post-war surrealist cinema in a context of 
surrealist thought and practice, and examines how film, in turn, contrib-
utes to that context. Le Surréalisme en 1947 recurs as a point of reference 
throughout the book, the centre of a labyrinth into which I place the 
films.

for An expAnded history of surreAlist cinemA

Linking surrealist film with the development of post-war surrealism 
opens up new perspectives on the history of surrealist cinema. In a 2008 
article, Ian Christie poses the pointed question, “why the historiography 
of avant-garde film [has] remained even more conventional than that 
of mainstream cinema.”19 This tendency is particularly striking when it 
comes to the historiography of the surrealist film. A foundational prob-
lem here appears to be a general scholarly uncertainty about the defini-
tion and historical demarcations of surrealism as a phenomenon spanning 
visual, literary, and intellectual culture. Although a narrow understand-
ing of surrealism is prevalent across the disciplines, film scholarship tends 
to take an even more limited view of surrealism. The predominant ten-
dency has long been to posit surrealist film production to have taken 
place between 1928 and 1930, ranging from Germaine Dulac’s Artaud-
penned La Coquille et le clergyman (1928) to Buñuel and Dalí’s Un chien 
andalou and L’âge d’or.20 Sometimes the discussion includes examples 
on the verge of Dada and surrealism, such as René Clair’s Entr’acte 
(1924) and Man Ray’s Emak-Bakia (1926); sometimes it extends to Luis 
Buñuel’s 1933 documentary film Land without Bread (Las Hurdes).21 It 
also tends to encompass the early surrealist reception of film, as well as 
the widespread surrealist practice of writing film scripts that were never 
intended to be realized.22

Such delimitations make sense if surrealism is understood as belong-
ing solely to the interwar avant-garde period. But as an increasing 
number of scholars in other fields have realized, an essential part of 
surrealism’s character is its steadfast refusal to be contained by conven-
tional historical and aesthetic definitions. Herein lies also its appeal as an 



idiosyncratic object of study. This fundamental idiosyncrasy also pertains 
to the surrealist film’s resistance to being pinned down by labels such 
as avant-garde or experimental. One crucial reason why film studies has 
much to gain from looking to the art historical and intellectual develop-
ment of surrealism is the fact that a focus on stylistic traits will not allow 
us to identify, and even less make sense of, the multiform films that have 
emerged out of the movement. Much as surrealist art veers between the 
figurative and the non-figurative, between painting, collage, sculpture, 
and assemblage, and much as surrealist writings encompass poetry, short 
stories, novels, and essays, so the surrealist film needs to be seen as a con-
stantly mutating beast that alternates between short film, documentary, 
and feature film, and may employ collage techniques and animation as 
well as deceptively straightforward narratives.

Some exceptions to the dominant treatment of surrealist cinema have 
surfaced over the years. The surrealist critic and filmmaker Ado Kyrou 
wrote Le Surréalisme au cinéma as a wildly inclusive overview based 
on the assumption that cinema is surrealist by its very nature.23 Paul 
Hammond’s The Shadow and Its Shadow anthologizes surrealist writings 
on the cinema, from the 1920s and well into the post-war period. Two 
comprehensive studies of surrealism and cinema bring an even wider his-
torical perspective. J.H. Matthews’s Surrealism and Film and Michael 
Richardson’s Surrealism and Cinema both discuss the surrealist recep-
tion of popular cinema, the earliest surrealist attempts at making film, 
and the continued incursions into filmmaking by surrealists and those in 
the movement’s vicinity. Since Matthews’s and Richardson’s respective 
studies seek to trace the engagement between surrealism and cinema in 
its entirety, they have limited space to establish connections between the 
individual films and surrealism in a larger but more specific scope. I take 
the opposite approach, but what I need to sacrifice in scope, I hope to 
make up for in depth.

The task of writing a definite history of surrealist cinema, then, 
remains outside the scope of this book. What I can do, however, is pro-
vide an outline of what an extended, yet stringently defined, history of 
the surrealist film may look like. In contrast to the dominant notion that 
Luis Buñuel’s and Salvador Dalí’s Un chien andalou and L’âge d’or were 
the only true surrealist films, a considerably more heterogeneous lineage 
of surrealist cinema can be discerned.

In brief, such an expanded history of surrealist cinema may look some-
thing like this. Already the interwar era is more complex than has often 
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been recognized, and is far from limited to Dulac, Buñuel and Dalí, and 
Man Ray. In France, the brothers Jacques and Pierre Prévert together 
made the short surrealist comedy L’affaire est dans le sac (1932); the 
former, a one-time surrealist poet, would then go on to script several 
of Marcel Carné’s defining films within poetic realism, permeated with 
a lingering surrealist sensibility.24 The biologist Jean Painlevé made 
a long series of animal documentaries that often testify to his proxim-
ity to surrealism, including The Octopus (Le pieuvre, 1927), The Seahorse 
(L’hippocampe, 1933), and The Vampire (Le vampire, 1945).25 Jacques-
Bernard Brunius directed a number of documentaries, of which at least 
Les Violons d’Ingres (1939) was explicitly connected with his surreal-
ist activities.26 Brussels was an early centre of organized surrealism out-
side France, and the movement’s activities extended into cinema.27 
In Belgium, Henri Storck, later a renowned documentary filmmaker, 
directed the experimental short film Pour vos beaux yeux (1929), about 
a man’s obsession with a glass eye and the oneiric drift this launches him 
into. The surrealist cult of the fictional arch-criminal Fantômas, both in 
Souvestre’s and Allain’s co-written novels and Louis Feuillade’s serial 
film adaptations (1913–1914), enacts a readily apparent influence on two 
other little explored Belgian surrealist films.28 The French poet Georges 
Hugnet wrote the script for the Belgian Henri d’Ursel’s only short film 
La Perle (1929), in which an erotically infused and dreamlike narrative is 
interspersed with black-clad and masked Fantômas-like figures who climb 
house facades and stalk deserted corridors.29 The Belgian poet Ernst 
Moerman directed the silent short film Monsieur Fantômas (1936) as a 
more whimsical extension of Feuillade’s morbid tales.30 Moerman makes 
visual references to the paintings of the Belgian surrealist René Magritte, 
while Fantômas’s uncanny powers of disguise and disappearance take on 
a more explicitly surrealist slant: the police closing in on him from all 
sides, a cut replaces Fantômas with a double bass. In the USA, the art-
ist Joseph Cornell made the short film Rose Hobart (1936) by creatively 
editing together shots and scenes from a film featuring the eponymous 
actress in new constellations, intensifying the drama and affect while 
eliminating linear narrative. Among his many other, often unfinished, 
film projects, Jack’s Dream (1939) creates an uncanny, surrealist atmos-
phere of childish wonder permeated with dread.31

World War II forced many surrealists into exile, not least to the USA, 
and so rendered surrealist film production even more erratic than it had 
been before. But in New York in 1943, Duchamp, Max Ernst, and Man 



Ray contributed one sequence each to Hans Richter’s omnibus film 
Dreams That Money Can Buy (1947). Richter’s project also featured 
two sequences by the American sculptor Alexander Calder, who exhib-
ited with the surrealists on several occasions, and the interaction between 
exiled surrealists and American avant-garde artists and filmmakers left 
an enduring legacy.32 The American avant-garde films that are arguably 
closest to surrealism are those of Maya Deren, in particular Meshes of the 
Afternoon (1943), At Land (1944), and the unfinished Witch’s Cradle 
(1944), which incorporates elements of Duchamp’s design from the 
1942 New York exhibition First Papers of Surrealism.33 Yet, Deren’s own 
misgivings about considering her films in relation to surrealism speaks to 
the movement’s fraught status in an American art and film climate often 
all too ready to dismiss its influence.

The post-war era, in sharp contrast to its oft-neglected status, saw an 
unsurpassed surrealist engagement with cinema.34 New participants in 
the reformed Paris group, including Robert Benayoun and Ado Kyrou, 
founded the journal L’Âge du Cinéma in 1951. Its six issues ushered 
in a lively new strain of surrealist film reception, which, after its demise, 
largely continued in the French film journal Positif, founded in 1952.35 
Kyrou’s and Benayoun’s inclusive appreciation of everything from Italian 
peplum films, British Hammer horror, and soft-core pornography, to art 
cinema auteurs like Michelangelo Antonioni and Alain Resnais, argu-
ably prefigures such later developments as “paracinema” and cult fan-
dom, albeit rooted in a more discerning surrealist vigilance for the 
poetic charge to be found in what society at large deems to be rubble.36 
Surrealist film critics also coined the influential term film noir to describe 
a particular strain of American crime films.37 Despite the lasting and 
varied impression that post-war surrealism has left on film culture, the 
surrealist engagement with cinema in this period has largely languished 
in obscurity. This is at least partly due to a critical and scholarly bias 
towards the surrealists’ rivals in the nouvelle vague and their Cahiers du 
Cinéma, but the more precise mechanisms behind this silence are still to 
be explored.38

Surrealist film production in the post-war era is equally lively. Freddie 
made his two short films, The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss 
and Eaten Horizons, in Copenhagen in 1949 and 1950.39 The surreal-
ist writer Jean Ferry wrote the screenplay for Henri-Georges Clouzot’s 
feature film Manon (1949), a classic of amour fou made in the context of 
a commercial feature film format. In 1951, the Paris surrealists Georges  
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Goldfayn and Jindrich Heisler made the first instalment of an intended 
series of Revues Surréalistes, edited together from found material. The 
film appears to be lost, and Heisler’s death precluded its projected suc-
cessors from being completed.40 Soon after that, the surrealist poet 
Benjamin Péret, a member of Breton’s group since its Dada days, wrote 
the narration for the two documentary short films L’Invention du 
monde and Quetzalcoatl, le serpent emplumé, directed by the young sur-
realist newcomers Jean-Louis Bédouin and Michel Zimbacca. In 1960, 
the Belgian surrealist Marcel Mariën made the anticlerical short film 
L’Imitation du cinéma on a shoestring budget.41

Following a number of short films, including the documentary Palais 
Idéal (1958) and the Maupassant adaptation La Chevelure (1961), the 
critic Kyrou directed a few features, including an adaptation of Matthew 
Lewis’s gothic novel The Monk (Le Moïne, 1971), from a screenplay by 
Luis Buñuel. Indeed, in the decades to follow, several surrealists turned 
to the feature film format. They were largely inspired by Buñuel’s suc-
cessful incorporation of his surrealist legacy in feature films such as the 
Mexican Los Olvidados (1950) and The Exterminating Angel (El ángel 
exterminador, 1962), and his return to filmmaking in Europe in the 
1960s, which spawned such remarkable films as Viridiana (1960), Belle 
de Jour (1967), and The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (Le charme 
discret de la bourgeoisie, 1972).42 Kyrou’s colleague Benayoun directed 
the two feature films, Paris Does Not Exist (Paris n’existe pas, 1969) and 
Serious as Pleasure (Sérieux comme le plaisir, 1975), the former featuring 
time travel in a decidedly quotidian environment, the latter a road movie 
centring around a ménage à trois.43 In the vicinity of the movement, 
Nelly Kaplan made her feature film debut with A Very Curious Girl. 
Further at the fringes of surrealism, Fernando Arrabal and Alejandro 
Jodorowsky formed the oppositional Panique movement with Roland 
Topor and directed several features each, including Arrabal’s Viva la 
muerte (1971) and Jodorowsky’s El Topo (1970); Topor’s novel Le locat-
aire chimérique (1964) was adapted by Roman Polanski as The Tenant 
(1976). In the early to mid-1970s, the now former surrealist Jean Ferry 
contributed three screenplays to the Belgian director Harry Kümel, of 
which the vampire film Daughters of Darkness (Les Lèvres rouges, 1971) 
and the mythological mystery Malpertuis (1973) stand as lingering testa-
ments to his surrealist past.44

As vibrant as the 1960s and 1970s were, surrealist film history does 
not end there. In Czechoslovakia, Jan Švankmajer has directed over 



thirty short and feature films since 1964, and has worked in the context 
of organized surrealism since he joined the Czechoslovak surrealist group 
in 1971. Švankmajer’s fellow surrealist David Jarab has also directed two 
feature films, Vaterland—A Hunting Diary (Vaterland—Lovecký deník, 
2004) and Head—Hands—Heart (Hlava ruce srdce, 2010).45 And the 
Czech surrealist artist and alchemy scholar Martin Stejskal has experi-
mented with digital animation and image morphing. While Stejskal’s 
experiments have never been officially released, extracts from them have 
been displayed at exhibitions.46 Other surrealists have also made films 
on a smaller scale. In Sweden, the poet Emma Lundenmark directed the 
short film Bockgränd (Buck Alley, 2003). In Canada, Alexandre Fatta has 
made a number of short collage films, including A Silly Accident (Un 
bête accident, 2013).

The history of surrealist cinema as I sketch it here, then, oscillates 
between small-scale, low- or no-budget short films, and commercially 
distributed feature films. Even in narrowing the scope down to films and 
filmmakers that are markedly affected by the surrealist change in direc-
tion towards myth and magic, the stylistic heterogeneity implied in this 
overview largely remains.

the seArch for A new myth

The films that I discuss in the chapters to follow, then, emerged out of 
a lively and dynamic surrealist film culture, but, more specifically, they 
are also products of surrealism’s change in direction towards the search 
for a new myth. But what is surrealism’s new myth? Announcing the 
idea, Breton emphasized the fact that surrealism was not vain enough 
to believe that it could introduce an entire new mythology. Instead,  
the surrealists frequently asserted the open-ended character of their 
mythical pursuits. Le Surréalisme en 1947 and other contemporane-
ous surrealist activities were meant to “sketch the outline of what such 
a myth might be—a sort of mental ‘parade’ before the real show.”47 In 
their films, Wilhelm Freddie, Jean-Louis Bédouin and Michel Zimbacca 
with Benjamin Péret, Nelly Kaplan, and Jan Švankmajer all continue this 
attempt to outline a new myth, asserting its contingence upon chang-
ing historical circumstances while retaining many recurring points of ref-
erence. Prominent among these is surrealism’s intensified engagement 
with magic and occultism, as indicated by Le Surréalisme en 1947, often 
refracted through a persistent interest in “primitive” thought and cultures. 
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At the exhibition, these strategies were readily apparent in the design of 
the altars in the Labyrinth of Initiation. Modelled on pagan cults, the 
altars were collaborative efforts that incorporated imaginative votive offer-
ings thought out by Péret and references to the signs of the zodiac, and 
were dedicated to works or figures from within surrealism or the larger 
surrealist tradition.48 A ritualistic ambience enveloped these sacred sites 
that were dedicated to elements from the art and writings of such sur-
realist luminaries as Lautréamont, Max Ernst, and Alfred Jarry. At Le 
Surréalisme en 1947, then, the new myth was outlined as a nexus or meet-
ing point of disparate images and streams of thought, predicated upon the 
logic of collage and assemblage, and executed in a collaborative manner. 
What better medium to continue the investigation into its contours than 
film, a fundamentally collaborative art form with a propensity for montage 
and an attendant capacity to join together things otherwise far removed? 
Before delving deeper into how surrealist films do that, however, it is 
necessary to examine some further facets of surrealism’s engagement 
with myth and its interest in magic and occultism.

Surrealism’s attraction to myth calls for an expanded understanding 
of the movement’s scope and ambitions. Michael Löwy defines surreal-
ism as “an attempt to reestablish the ‘enchanted’ dimensions at the core 
of human existence—poetry, passion, mad love, imagination, magic, 
myth, the marvelous, dreams, revolt, utopian ideals—which have been 
eradicated by this civilization and its values.”49 These concerns come to 
the fore with the post-war change in direction, as Breton reformulates 
many surrealist practices in terms that are resonant with myth and magic. 
Following the war, he defines surrealist poetry as something akin to an 
occult operation, considers surrealist games to be bound up with both 
ludics and the esoteric notion of correspondences, posits chance occur-
rences to be an “everyday magic,” and claims surrealism to be the cul-
mination of a repressed counter-tradition of magic art.50 Continuing 
surrealism’s search for alternatives to a culture marked by the repression 
of play and poetry, magic and imagination, the new myth crystallized 
around such occult and ludic elements.

From the time of the movement’s inception and until today, many 
surrealists have taken an interest in myths from around the world.51 But 
where does surrealism’s interest in myth spring from? Surrealism’s early 
attraction to ancient and non-Western mythology was intimately bound 
up with the movement’s appreciation and appropriation of so called 



“primitive” art. In his 1948 essay “The Moral Meaning of Sociology,” 
Georges Bataille comments that artists in the interwar era

were tempted to assimilate their work to the collective creation of exotic 
peoples. In particular, myths, analogous in certain respects to dreams, can-
not be entirely separated from recent poetic findings. It is true that a mod-
ern poem has none of the meaning of a myth, but a myth sometimes has 
the same attraction as a modern poem.52

If myth is similar to dreams and poetry, then, it too can reveal facets of 
the exterior world that are obscured by modern humanity’s instrumental, 
utilitarian relation with its surroundings. The surrealists found support 
for their detection of this similarity in the findings of psychoanalysis, and 
so myth fit with surrealism’s early preoccupations.53 As Bataille points 
out, the surrealist interest in “primitive” art and myth also stemmed 
from their purported integration in a collective environment, which 
meant that they acted as “a manifestation of a collective being superior 
to the individual and named society.”54 Myth, then, worked as a model 
for the surrealists’ own attempts to escape the confines of art as a solitary 
pursuit of aesthetic worth, while it also revealed other ways of relating to 
the world and indicated how creation could work as a force of societal 
cohesion.55

While the surrealist outline of a new myth draws in part on ancient 
mythology, it diverges from conventional definitions of mythology. In the 
anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s definition, myths provide expla-
nations of the surrounding world and strengthen tradition by anchor-
ing it in narratives about primordial events.56 As indicated, surrealism’s 
approach to myth is not so much narrative as combinatory, relying on the 
associative powers of strong imagery and allusions to the surrealist tra-
dition. Rather than being directed towards primordial happenings, sur-
realism’s new myth is also profoundly modern. Here, too, it builds on 
earlier surrealist thought on myth. Throughout the interwar era, Breton 
and other surrealists returned to notions of a “modern mythology” and 
a “collective mythology.” In a 1920 essay, Breton stresses the need to 
abstain from simple restorations of earlier myths. Instead, he calls for the 
imagery of the Italian painter Giorgio de Chirico to occupy the position 
that the Sphinx had in ancient mythology.57 Already here, creatures born 
out of the imagination of surrealism’s elective affinities take precedence 

THE SEARCH FOR A NEW MYTH  13



14  1 INTRODUCTION

over the numinous beings from old myths. Louis Aragon similarly saw a 
modern mythology arise in the tension between the surface of contem-
porary Paris with its arcades and neon signs and the insight that they har-
bour ancient depths.58 Breton and Aragon both evade nostalgia in favour 
of injecting modernity with archaic energies and arcane meaning. During 
the tremors of the coming war, the surrealists found a new sense of grav-
ity in the idea of a modern mythology. In his 1935 declaration “Political 
Position of Surrealism,” Breton declares that his “preoccupation over 
the past ten years” has led him to “reconcile Surrealism as a method of 
creating a collective myth with the much more general movement involv-
ing the liberation of man.”59 Art and poetry are replete with myths, but 
surrealism, he claims, would prove to have the ability to transform these 
personal myths of artists into new collective myths. Envisioning a trans-
position of the “climate” of surrealist art and poetry to reality, Breton 
suggests that the surrealist myth would be able to enact a thorough trans-
formation of the world.60 Again, what better medium to illustrate and 
enact such a transformation of the world than film, with its capacity to 
faithfully capture pieces of reality only to transform them through editing 
and effects?

The notion of a new myth arose during the war. Breton introduced 
the idea in his 1942 “Prolegomena to a Third Surrealist Manifesto or 
Not,” in which he hopes that it will be capable of “fostering the soci-
ety that we judge to be desirable.”61 Then, in Arcanum 17, Breton 
expanded on his conception of a new myth. Interweaving ancient 
myths, the occult content dormant in the poetry of surrealist forerun-
ners Gérard de Nerval, Charles Baudelaire, and Arthur Rimbaud, and 
nineteenth-century occultist Eliphas Lévi’s description of magic initia-
tion, he conceives of the new myth as a potent counter-force against the 
Christian myth that has repressed vital knowledge about the world.62 
The need to challenge the foundations of Christian-capitalist civilization 
was indeed so pressing that Breton, in conjunction with Le Surréalisme 
en 1947, explains that the search for a new myth is bound up with the 
question of whether humanity, on the brink of extinction, can be saved. 
The initiatory design of the exhibition was accordingly intended to be a 
“guideline” that could introduce humanity to a more desirable society.63

Initiation indeed emerges as a key surrealist concern around this time. 
As studied by anthropologists and historians of religion, initiation recurs 
throughout many cultural contexts and historical epochs. Initiation 
is frequently predicated upon trials meant to induce a symbolic death 



followed by a rebirth, accompanied by a profound ontological transfor-
mation of the initiate.64 In his 1940 book Mirror of the Marvelous, the 
surrealist doctor and writer Pierre Mabille indicates that initiation may be 
a central element in surrealism’s transformation of the world. Expanding 
the surrealist notion of the marvellous to encompass myths, magical 
incantations, romantic prose, and gothic novels, Mabille draws atten-
tion to the patterns of initiatory trials that recur through narratives and 
imagery of the marvellous.65 As Arcanum 17 suggests, Breton conceives 
of initiation in both mythological and esoteric terms. Like Mabille before 
him, he appeals to the myth of Osiris, the Egyptian god whose body 
was dismembered and strewn across the land before being reconstituted 
by Isis. Breton proceeds to reference the nineteenth-century occult-
ist Eliphas Lévi’s description of an esoteric initiation ritual, which cul-
minates when a veiled priest whispers the words “Osiris is a black god” 
into the ear of the initiate.66 Osiris’s dismemberment mirrors Breton’s 
own inner turmoil as well as the laceration of the world effected not just 
by the ongoing war, but the disasters brought about by capitalism and 
Christianity, and their attendant disenchantment of the world.67 For 
Breton, then, the war constituted a symbolic death, a disintegration of 
the orderly self-image of a presumably rational society, and the trope of 
initiation offered a way of conceiving a healing rebirth informed by sur-
realist values, now themselves transformed under the aegis of the arcane 
lore of myth and occultism. The initiatory structure of Le Surréalisme 
en 1947 was meant to contribute to the exhibition’s function as a “force 
of magnetization and cohesion,” which would channel what Breton saw 
as the epoch’s fragmented collective desire and let it converge “toward 
a single point where a new myth awaits us.”68 If humanity were to be 
saved, the surrealist myth was the beacon that needed to be followed 
through the daunting labyrinth of a shattered post-war existence.

But while the surrealists saw fit to restore certain forms of knowledge 
and experiences repressed or forgotten, they never lost sight of the con-
temporaneity of the new myth. In the 1947 collective tract “Inaugural 
Rupture,” the French surrealists argue that “the will to myth,” along 
with core surrealist notions such as black humour and objective chance, 
“participate in the progress of the most advanced disciplines of our time 
thanks to which we have non-Euclidian geometry, non-Maxwellian phys-
ics, non-Pasteurian biology, non-Newtonian mechanics, disciplines in 
their turn united with a non-Aristotelian logic and of that non-Moses 
morality.”69 Myth, then, is posited to be a progressive force of upheaval 
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at the forefront of human advances.70 As these examples suggest, there 
is a productive tension in surrealism’s preoccupation with myth between 
historical progress and timelessness, the modern and the arcane, which 
the film medium is well suited to exploit and intensify.

occult trAnsformAtions

As part of its transformation under the influence of surrealism’s change in 
direction, surrealist cinema underwent a marked change. Occult rituals, 
initiatory trials, and tropes of alchemical transmutation recur in the post-
war surrealist film. Much as with myth, surrealism evidenced an interest 
in occultism early on.71 In the second surrealist manifesto, Breton goes so 
far as to call for “the profound, the veritable occultation of surrealism.”72 
Drawing an analogy between the surrealists’ efforts at transforming the 
everyday and the alchemists’ search for the philosopher’s stone, he situ-
ates surrealism as part of a lineage of accursed thought; like the alche-
mists, the surrealists sought a transformation of the world that refused to 
bow to the dictates of instrumental reason.73 In a 1950 interview, how-
ever, Breton concedes that for all the second manifesto’s references to 
alchemy, astrology, and the occult, “twenty years ago I had only a premo-
nition of this.”74 Further readings in occultism in combination with the 
agonizing experience of the war, it would seem, had lent him a deeper 
understanding. Recent research on Arthur Rimbaud, Charles, and Gérard 
de Nerval had also revealed that these surrealist predecessors were all pro-
foundly influenced by esoteric currents.75 Breton was swift to extend such 
an esoteric poetics to the film medium. In “As in a Wood,” he glosses 
Baudelaire’s conflation of occultism and poetry as he lauds film for its 
capacity to trigger “the mechanism of correspondences.”76 I will return 
to film’s magical poetics after a brief detour through occult territory.

In their contributions to the search for a new myth, then, surrealist 
films frequently evoke magic and occultism. Both are slippery terms, 
and in particular the latter is largely uncharted terrain in cinema stud-
ies. Magic has been used to designate a wide range of phenomena, from 
ideas of “natural magic,” through ceremonial rites, to the practices of 
“primitive” cultures.77 Closer to cinema studies, there is also the prac-
tice of illusionistic stage magic, which was transferred to film in Georges 
Méliès’s pioneering works.78 Scholars have problematized the notion of 
magic for its lack of specificity. Surrealism, however, tends to embrace 
the multiplicity of the concept, and its constructions of magic draw 



in equal measure on occultism, ethnographic definitions of “primi-
tive” magic, and Sigmund Freud’s claim that art originated in magic.79 
Occultism, in its turn, is a heterogeneous current, and belongs to the 
larger field of Western esotericism. The latter is an umbrella term used 
in scholarship to designate a wide variety of currents that are heterodox 
in relation to mainstream religion, also including hermeticism, alchemy, 
astrology—and magic.80 In Surrealism and the Occult, Tessel Bauduin 
traces Breton’s esoteric influences from the 1920s to the late 1950s, and 
concludes that much of his esoteric knowledge was mediated via roman-
tic literature and scholarship.81 But, as Bauduin also contends, Breton 
never tried to hide the fact that he maintained a certain distance in rela-
tion to esotericism. In Conversations, he declares that with regard to 
esotericism, as in all other areas, it cannot be a question of “fideism” or 
conversion on the part of surrealism.82 Much as with mythology, then, 
the surrealists subsumed esotericism and magic under their own aims.

Esotericism scholar Wouter Hanegraaff argues that Western esoteri-
cism is above all defined by its status as the other of respectable thought 
and conventional religion, and that it is accordingly “rejected knowl-
edge.”83 Surrealism’s appeal to magic tends to emphasize its position 
of alterity in relation to the mainstream of modern Western thought. In 
conjunction with Le Surréalisme en 1947, Breton approvingly quotes the 
early anthropologist James G. Frazer in support of magic, which “has 
contributed to emancipate mankind from the thralldom of tradition and 
to elevate them into a larger, freer life, with a broader outlook on the 
world.”84 Here, he also taps into the overall sense that the occult may 
be revolutionary since it opposes the reigning order and, as Marco Pasi 
describes it, offers “sometimes radically alternative ways of conceiving 
society, politics, and the self.”85 Another magical influence on the for-
mulation of the new myth was the French occultist Eliphas Lévi. Lévi 
constructed his occultism through connections between magic, the 
Kabbalah, alchemy, astrology, and the tarot, and, as Hanegraaff puts it, 
worked with “scattered and chaotic fragments of learning but somehow 
managed to create something new and quite original out of it.”86 There 
is more than a passing resemblance between Lévi’s syntheses of wildly 
divergent traditions into a new key to unlock the universe, and surreal-
ism’s attempts at constructing a new myth intended to purge the world 
of dominant values and effect a healing under the sign of a recovery of 
repressed knowledge.87 The method of choice for both Lévi and the sur-
realists in constructing new forms of knowledge is analogy.
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For post-war surrealism, new knowledge of the world depends upon a 
short-circuiting of rationality and logics, in favour of analogies and corre-
spondences.88 Analogy came to the fore in Breton’s thought during and 
after the war. In an essay on the Brazilian sculptor María Martins, Breton 
writes of the importance of “[a]nalogical thought, officially abandoned 
since the ‘Renaissance’.” In relation to the painter Arshile Gorky, he 
posits analogy to be the “key to this mental prison,” meaning the state 
of the contemporary West, in its capacity for “free and limitless play.”89 
Analogical thought and a relation of correspondences between differ-
ent parts of the universe is one of the four constituent parts of histo-
rian Antoine Faivre’s definition of esotericism, along with a conception 
of a living nature, the imagination’s creation and interpretation of hier-
oglyphically dense images, and an experience of transmutation.90 While 
its usefulness as a general definition of esotericism has been contested, 
Faivre’s typology does much to indicate how esotericism informs many 
of surrealism’s central post-war preoccupations.91 In their attempts at 
reconstructing and re-enchanting the world, then, the surrealists found 
vital means in this occult heritage, and they were particularly enthralled 
by its close connection to poetry. Much as romantic and symbolist poets 
embraced esoteric sources in their quest for a poetry that functioned as 
“symbolic knowledge and the key to an analogical world,” the surrealists 
considered poetic analogy to be a potent magical antidote to the ruinous 
state of the world, fraught with an intuitive and revelatory knowledge.92 
Much like occultists, surrealists believe that myth and poetry, conceived 
as magic, are not merely fanciful embellishments, but rather reveal fac-
ets of the world which reason alone cannot discover.93 This property was 
also extended to film.

AnAlogy And the poetics of cinemA

Ever since the first surrealist manifesto, surrealism has given a privileged 
place to the poetic image.94 For surrealism, however, the poetic image 
needs to be understood in a generalized sense, equally applicable to film 
and art as to writing. Breton initially defines the workings of the poetic 
image by way of radicalizing the poet Pierre Reverdy’s notion that the 
image is born from “a juxtaposition of two more or less distant reali-
ties”; the greater the distance, “the stronger the image will be.”95 For 
the surrealists, the resultant image creates a poetic “spark” through its 
bypassing of habitual perception. In Beyond Painting, Max Ernst extends 



this surrealist poetics to encompass any collision of otherwise distant 
phenomena, whether in collage, painting, or film.96 Linda Williams 
traces the imagery in surrealist cinema to the movement’s early formula-
tions of the poetic image, but she also asserts that film had a profound 
influence on the initial conception of the surrealist image.97 As Williams 
puts it, Reverdy’s definition of the image “looks to the cinema’s power 
to combine elements of concrete reality.”98 Surrealism’s definition of 
the image, then, constitutes a generalized poetics, practised across art 
forms and media. As Williams suggests, there are nevertheless inevitable 
medium-specific conditions for this poetics. Breton himself touches on 
those when he discusses cinema in terms of his post-war reformulation of 
poetics.

Breton increasingly came to value the poetic image to the extent that 
it worked according to analogy. In the 1948 essay “Ascendant Sign,” he 
states that in its short-circuiting of causality, analogy creates a flare that 
reveals the world to be a network of relations. Thus providing “flashes 
from the lost mirror,” analogy gives an insight into the interconnected-
ness of all things, a sensibility and knowledge otherwise banished from 
Western civilization, in which “the primordial links are broken.”99 This 
notion of the image as a condensed harbinger of meaning resonates 
with esotericism, which, as Andreas Kilcher points out, “works openly 
and affirmatively with literary (aesthetical, rhetorical, poetological) meth-
ods [and] lends an epistemological function to similes, parables, meta-
phors, images, etc.”100 Intermedial analogy, then, encapsulates many of 
the hopes that Breton expressed in relation to the new myth. It fosters a 
new sensibility that can counter destructive fragmentation. It condenses 
the rejected knowledge feeding into the new myth into an intense flare 
of light.

In “As in a Wood,” Breton writes that film has the capacity to pro-
vide “an Opening Key” to a deeper, experiential knowledge by uniting 
day and a mystical night.101 For Breton, film’s capacity to trigger cor-
respondences then depends on its capacity to unite opposites. But he 
does not expand on the more specific ways in which films forge these 
connections. He is similarly vague about how cinema pertains to magic 
when he mentions a handful of films, including F.W. Murnau’s Nosferatu 
(Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens 1922), in his late monograph 
L’art magique.102 Tom Gunning, however, conveys how Nosferatu may 
pertain precisely to Breton’s understanding of a magic art of analogies 
and correspondences, when he describes how “Murnau uses complex 
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and highly symbolic intercutting […] to create a series of magically inter-
locking events carried by sinister correspondences and analogies.”103 For 
Gunning, Murnau’s editing points to an influence from German roman-
tic Naturphilosophie, which “conceived of Nature not as inert material 
but as an organic entity shot through and enlivened by a system of cor-
respondences and metaphors,” an example of what Faivre describes as 
the esoteric conception of a “living nature.”104 As Breton implies and 
Gunning demonstrates, editing and montage facilitate film to restore 
those primordial links that Breton considers to be broken.

Film, then, emerges as a potent magical medium through its propen-
sity for an analogical poetics that can ostensibly reveal obscured facets of 
the world. But mythical and esoteric imagery and narratives add other 
facets to the surrealist film’s outlining of a new myth. Constructing 
assemblages of new myths through these components, film also contrib-
utes a vital experiential and sensory aspect to this search, which again 
emphasizes its mediation between the modern and the arcane.

film And experience

Breton’s definition of the analogical image in terms of a sudden flare 
of light indicates that the knowledge it transmits is of an experiential 
kind, leaping out of causality to briefly illuminate reality in a way that 
reveals hidden connections, an otherwise obscured totality.105 The con-
nections Breton makes in “As in a Wood” between a cosmic Opening 
Key and film editing also points to the fact that surrealism’s engagement 
with myth and the rejected knowledge of esotericism is bound up with 
a wider dialectic between the archaic and the modern. Breton’s under-
standing of cinema can be related to Gunning’s remark that “the his-
torical genesis of the light play of cinema derives from an intersection 
between a Renaissance preoccupation with the magical power of images 
[…] and a secular discovery of the processes of light and vision.”106 
Gunning considers this intersection to be an “extraordinary confluence 
of an ancient magical imagistic tradition and a nascent scientific enlight-
enment,” and hence it oscillates between enchantment and disenchant-
ment, constituting a form of magic that is painfully aware of its own 
artificial status.107 In connecting the mechanical reproduction of the film 
medium with repressed modes of being designated as magic, post-war 
surrealism can be related to Walter Benjamin’s ruminations about tech-
nology and experience.



Surrealism and Benjamin shared the goal of seeking to abolish, as 
Margaret Cohen puts it, “the modern alienation of the senses.”108 The 
attempt to liberate and expand sensory experience is a little recognized 
undercurrent in surrealism overall, but it is a central component in the 
movement’s search for a new myth and its employment of an analogi-
cal poetics that moves the spectator to new conceptions of the world. In 
Cinema and Experience, Miriam Hansen describes how Benjamin consid-
ered that the alienation of the senses in modernity “can be undone only 
on the terrain of technology itself, by means of new media of reproduc-
tion that allow for a collective and playful […] innervation.”109 In his 
essay “Surrealism”, Benjamin postulates that surrealism has a particular 
potential to effect such an innervation, one that is furthermore bound 
up with its intense imagery. Benjamin asserts that surrealism’s “profane 
illumination” can “initiate us” into a particular “image sphere,” which 
facilitates a technological interpenetration of “body and image,” in which 
“revolutionary tension” and “collective bodily innervation” intermin-
gle.110 Here, he places surrealism at the forefront of his struggles with 
coming to terms with the conditions for experience in a technological 
modernity.111 Breton’s proposition that the film medium is particularly 
apt at triggering the mechanism of correspondences would seem to 
pertain to precisely such a means of using technology in order to ena-
ble the kind of experience that this very same technology has repressed. 
Ultimately, then, surrealism’s new myth is not just meant to foster a new 
kind of society. It also seeks to shape a new sensorium.

In this pursuit, surrealism attempts to transcend instrumental vision. 
Martin Jay contends that, in contrast to the prevailing critique of ocu-
larcentrism in twentieth-century French thought, surrealism seeks 
to cultivate a different kind of seeing, rather than to critique seeing in 
itself.112 Diverging from the iconoclastic tendencies in Western culture, 
from religious to political thought, surrealists have indeed always valor-
ized the image, mental as well as visual.113 Surrealism, then, does not 
denigrate vision as such, but rather reacts against its instrumental use in 
Western modernity. While dominant Western culture considers vision to 
be objective, precise, and impersonal, art historian James Elkins writes, it 
is in fact “caught up in the threads of the unconscious,” and bound up 
with affect, desire, and imagination.114 The frequent Western connection 
of seeing with the bright light of reason has a counterpart in the entan-
glement of vision with the nightside of the unconscious and its altera-
tions of that which is seen.115 Surrealism is ultimately in pursuit of a form 
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of seeing that it believes has become all but extinct in Western society, 
and which “does not coincide with what is objectively visible.” Instead, 
as Breton describes it in relation to Antonin Artaud, this kind of see-
ing transgresses the taboo of crossing over to the other side of the look-
ing glass.116 In a 1947 essay about the painter Roberto Matta, Breton 
brings further perspectives to the entanglement of seeing not only with 
the unconscious but with the other senses. He speculates that surreal-
ist painting tends to go beyond vision and the purely optical, and bring 
“various other senses […] into play.”117 At this juncture, Breton includes 
“divination” among these senses, and so associates the multisensory 
experience of surrealist artwork with occult knowledge.118 In the post-
war era, surrealist innervation, then, is aimed at creating a sensorium that 
is increasingly bound up with esoteric thought, and this entails “a certain 
perception of the links connecting humanity to the universe.”119 Such 
experiences are what Breton wanted surrealism to translate into, but also 
generate from, the analogically dictated poetic image, the moving form 
of which is a potential purveyor of a resolution of magic and modernity.

Surrealism’s evocation of multisensory experience in the cinema at 
once resonates with and troubles current film theoretical approaches to 
the embodied film experience. Vivian Sobchack has demonstrated that 
all film spectators are virtual synaesthetes and experience film with all the 
senses.120 Following her, Jennifer Barker, Martine Beugnet, and Laura 
Marks have elaborated different ways in which the experience of watch-
ing a film engages larger parts of the sensory apparatus.121 However, 
these theories of the multisensory film experience do not tend to fac-
tor in the imagination, at least not in its creative, analogical capacity. 
An analysis of multisensory and embodied experience in surrealist cin-
ema, then, calls for a complement to these productive theories. Here, 
I again turn to Gaston Bachelard, but this time to his five volumes on 
the “material imagination,” or “the imagination of matter.” In these 
books, Bachelard reads poetry, alchemical texts, philosophy, and surre-
alist writings, and examines how they convey the imagination to be an 
active, creative faculty that mediates between humans and the material 
world. In Bachelard’s estimation, the strongest poetic images also tend 
to go beyond the sense that is most immediately engaged and, by way of 
the imagination, activate the other senses.122 Bachelard’s writings reso-
nate with surrealism’s poetics and its interest in esotericism, but his work 
also asserts that the imagination tends towards the creation of what he 
calls an “instantaneous mythology” or a “spontaneous mythology.”123 



Bachelard, then, contributes an understanding of not only the imagina-
tion’s crucial role in the embodied experience of surrealist cinema, but 
also the connections between the surrealist new myth, the senses, and 
poetic experiences of the world. Here, innervation and initiation com-
mingle.

outline of the Book

The following two chapters consider films from the years immediately 
following Le Surréalisme en 1947, all of which are under the immediate 
influence of the change in direction set out in the exhibition. Chapter 4 
takes a leap forward in time to the years surrounding and following the 
dissolution of organized surrealism in France. Chapter 5 examines the 
context of Czechoslovak surrealism, which builds on and negotiates the 
tenets set out by Breton.

Chapter 2 discusses Wilhelm Freddie’s films in relation to the art-
ist’s “esoteric period,” which was triggered by his participation in Le 
Surréalisme en 1947. Most critics and scholars have tended to either 
neglect or ridicule Freddie’s esoteric period.124 Freddie’s two films are 
however striking examples of the permutations of the surrealist short film 
in the post-war era. I discuss the films by placing them in the context 
of Freddie’s work in other art forms and his proximity to surrealism’s 
turn to myth and magic. In his films, I argue, Freddie both supplements 
and contradicts Breton’s, and his own, formulations of the new myth. 
Chapter 3 delves into the question of the role of pre-existing myths in 
surrealism’s search for a new myth, in relation to the documentary film 
L’Invention du monde. The chapter situates the film as part of a heter-
ogeneous surrealist documentary tradition. It also discusses the prob-
lem of surrealist primitivism, not least in relation the tension between 
its scriptwriter Péret’s expositions on the connection between the 
“primitive” mind and surrealism, and the positive reception of his ideas 
among the Caribbean surrealists. The chapter delves deeper into Pierre 
Mabille’s writings, and discusses how their focus on initiation feeds into 
L’Invention du monde. Chapter 4 discusses the films of Nelly Kaplan 
with a particular focus on her feature films A Very Curious Girl and Néa. 
Kaplan weaves her narratives of revolt around an intertextual set of ref-
erences to the surrealist tradition that makes them approach the 1947 
strategy of positing fictional figures as beings with a potential for myth-
ological life. She also counters the surrealist idealization of woman by 

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK  23



24  1 INTRODUCTION

anchoring her protagonists, often portrayed as witches, in the struggle 
against patriarchy and repression. Kaplan made her first films at a time 
when there was a minor but tangible wave of surrealist feature films, and 
her use of deceptively conventional narratives are an integral part of her 
approach to surrealist myth as a force of radical societal transformation. 
Chapter 5 examines Jan Švankmajer’s films. Frequently employing ani-
mation, Švankmajer has created a strong sense of personal mythology, 
coalescing around childhood memories, literary references, a fundamen-
tal belief in the imagination, and various forms of esotericism. I exam-
ine the ways in which this may be transformed and take expressions that 
resemble the collective type of myth that Le Surréalisme en 1947 set out 
to locate. The chapter builds on close readings of primary sources, based 
on which I discuss the particular conditions for myth and magic within 
Czechoslovak surrealism.
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A woman’s tongue cavorts against the backdrop of a painted land-
scape. A hand draws a mysterious symbol in a puddle of blood, before 
two men proceed to dig into the insides of a naked woman. A loaf of 
bread appears, disappears, and then splits open in half. The Danish art-
ist Wilhelm Freddie made the two bewildering short films The Definite 
Rejection of a Request for a Kiss and Eaten Horizons together with the 
filmmaker Jørgen Roos in 1949 and 1950. Freddie’s sudden foray into 
film followed upon his participation in Le Surréalisme en 1947, which 
had such a strong effect on him that he entered an “esoteric period.” 
In the talk “Why Do I Paint?,” which he gave on Danish radio in 1950, 
Freddie situates his films, alongside his paintings and sculptures, amid 
his aims of creating a form of art with mythological life.1 Freddie only 
produced five minutes of film, but their imagery, at once playful and 
opaque, is fraught with occultism and ritual and evokes the surreal-
ist search for a new myth like few others. Like Max Ernst before him, 
Freddie assumes the role of a magician wielding powers of transforma-
tion through art, but this artist-magician is arguably at his most powerful 
when making films.2

This chapter examines Freddie’s films in relation to his participa-
tion in Le Surréalisme en 1947 and the rarely discussed 1949 exhibition 
Surrealistisk manifestation in Stockholm, as well as his radio talk “Why 
Do I Paint?” and an evocative poetic commentary that he published to 
accompany Eaten Horizons.3 Some suggestive claims that Breton made 
around the time of Le Surréalisme en 1947 are particularly telling for 
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how Freddie decided to approach myth and magic in his films. In the 
catalogue essay “Surrealist Comet,” Breton states that surrealism pursues 
“[i]nitiation by means of poetry and art,” and in “Fronton-Virage,” he 
writes of his ambition to explore the unity of the pursuits of high magic 
and high poetry.4 Eaten Horizons, film and commentary together, pur-
sues similar connections between art and initiation, poetry and magic, 
here extended to a rare interchange between moving images and verbal 
poetry. Freddie’s films also point to the experiential aspect of surrealist 
magic art, and indicate how the new myth as it takes shape in film seeks 
to foster a certain sensibility.

These surrealist ideas about magic, myth, and art, however, do not 
provide a definite key for interpreting Freddie’s films. Some of the things 
that appear to be enigmatic about his films can be deciphered by plac-
ing them in this context, but their esoteric allusions are no mere puz-
zles to be solved. In that sense, Freddie’s films are similar to the writings 
of those poets whose esoteric leanings were so important for Breton’s 
conviction that there is an intimate link between poetry and occultism. 
Literary scholar Albert Béguin remarks that the surrealist forerunner 
Gérard de Nerval’s poetry does not simply constitute versified descrip-
tions of esoteric symbolism. While the magic that Nerval creates relies 
heavily on the presence of alchemy and the tarot, it ultimately exceeds 
them. Hence, in Béguin’s view, commentaries that use these elements 
as a basis for interpretation “explain nothing.”5 As Béguin writes, ref-
erences to alchemy are not what make poetry alchemical, as it were. It 
is rather the very poetic process that works as a transmutation, since it 
changes reality by charging it with symbolic meaning.6 Gaston Bachelard 
writes about the symbolists’ ambition to rekindle the symbol and its con-
nection with occultism: “One of the characteristics of the symbol situ-
ated thus on the terrain of occultism is its ambivalence. […] Evidently 
symbolic powers, occult powers and poetic powers stem from the same 
source, rise from the same depths.”7 Surrealist evocations of occultism 
rely on a similar transmutation of reality enacted by the interpretative 
impulse triggered by confounding imagery. Freddie explores this connec-
tion with characteristic irreverence, visually in Eaten Horizons, verbally in 
his written commentary; together, they heighten this interplay by con-
necting visual and verbal images, and letting them generate new meaning 
between them.



wilhelm freddie And the surreAlist short film

Freddie’s work in film began in 1947, when Jørgen Roos approached 
him with a request for collaborating on a film.8 Over the following five 
years, Freddie completed a number of film scripts.9 Two of them were 
made into films, while the others joined the fertile surrealist tradition 
of unrealized film scenarios. Freddie’s forays into film took place some 
fifteen years after he had established himself as a painter, and they are 
intimately related to his activities as an artist working not only with 
paintings but with sculptures, objects, and photography.10

Born in 1909, Freddie was drawn to surrealism in the early 1930s, 
a time when Wilhelm Bjerke-Petersen and his journal Linien were the 
most important mediators of knowledge on surrealism in Denmark.11 
Freddie soon established himself as one of Denmark’s most prominent 
modernist artists, and, in line with surrealism’s overall scandalous nature 
in the interwar period, his work seemed to effortlessly provoke outrage.12 
In a 1935 review, the Swedish artist Gösta Adrian-Nilsson described 
Freddie as “a fanatic, an anarchist, with bombs in his pocket.”13 Freddie 
seems to have embraced these conceptions throughout his career. In a 
1946 letter to his friend Steen Colding, about the consternated reac-
tions of a gallery owner faced with his work, he gleefully exclaims, “long 
live the anarchist-pornographic revolution.”14 By that point, Freddie’s 
propensity for using erotic motifs in his art had generated much hostil-
ity. One of Freddie’s contributions to the 1936 surrealist exhibition in 
London, the painting Psychophotographic Phenomenon: The Fallen of the 
World War (1936), did not make it past Customs, due to its perceived 
pornographic content.15 In Denmark, his object Sexparalysappeal (1936) 
was confiscated for similar reasons.16 Freddie also employed his eroto-
mania against the threat of burgeoning Nazism. His painting Meditation 
on the Anti-Nazi Love (1936) displays a contorted and naked couple 
who embrace in the lower right hand corner, while a Hitler-like fig-
ure stands pompously far off in the background of the vast surround-
ing landscape.17 The Danish establishment considered Freddie’s 
surrealist critique of Nazism a nuisance. Come the German invasion of 
Denmark, the hostilities escalated and eventually led to outright threats 
on Freddie’s life.18 In 1944, the situation had become so dire that he 
had to escape to Sweden with his wife and son. They eventually ended 
up in Stockholm, where Freddie gained support from friends and gal-
lery owners.19 Between the end of the war and 1950, Freddie divided 
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his time between Stockholm and Copenhagen. During these prolific 
years, he turned to the film medium, contributed to Le Surréalisme en 
1947, and co-organized Surrealistisk manifestation.20 As he entered his 
self-proclaimed esoteric period in conjunction with the 1947 exhibition, 
Freddie’s motifs and thought underwent marked changes. If his paint-
ings were now shorter on explicitly political satire, he adhered to sur-
realism’s attempts to reconsider radical politics in a freethinking manner, 
riddled with a more timeless and anarchistic utopianism and receptive to 
myth and magic.21 At the same time, Freddie’s irreverent eroticism and 
oppositional black humour remained intact. All this is also evident in his 
films.22

Freddie and Roos made The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss 
under sparse conditions in Freddie’s apartment in Copenhagen.23 At 
Roos’s suggestion, they based the film on Freddie’s 1940 artwork of the 
same title.24 Freddie’s original mixed-media work consists of a wooden 
panel, on which five circles in a row depict a woman’s red lips opening, 
then closing, in an exaggerated and contorted manner, against a succes-
sion of backgrounds of shifting natural scenery. A remediation of sorts, 
then, the film version of The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss is 
just under one and a half minutes long. Its first part replicates the visual 
motif of the original work. A woman’s painted lips are shown against a 
stylized landscape in a close-up that is masked to the shape of a circle. 
The film intercuts still images of collages, where photographs of the lips 
are pasted onto a painted background, with moving images, where the 
mouth protrudes from a hole in an organic-looking surrounding mate-
rial. Still and moving lips alike twist into a series of grimaces, and the 
mouth opens up like a fleshy cavity in the scenery. The second sequence 
consists of a single take that shows Freddie’s own moustached face in an 
extreme close-up. He looks nervous and highly strung, and his eyes dart 
maniacally, almost rotating in their sockets. An off-screen blood-curdling 
scream and what sounds like swear words in Danish can be heard, and 
then the film is over.

Eaten Horizons was made under better conditions than the first film, 
since the production company Cimbria Films in Copenhagen put their 
studio and materials at Freddie and Roos’s disposal.25 At three and a half 
minutes, the film is more narratively complex and technically advanced 
than its predecessor. Freddie and Roos now utilize camera movement, 
cross-cutting, interior and exterior locations, optical printing, and even 
a brief sequence of stop-motion animation. The scenography may be 



sparse, but the film is dense with poetic juxtapositions, bodily and 
material transformations, and a playful but convoluted symbolism, of 
both esoteric and mock-religious gravity. The soundtrack, too, is more 
complex than in the preceding film. Its jarring sounds, including occa-
sional bursts of music, alternately work with and disrupt the rich visuals. 
Groaning and chanting voices intermittently contribute to create a ritual-
istic atmosphere, but their grainy and thick sonority render it impossible 
to make out more than a few specific words.

The credits announce that Eaten Horizons is “a film about love and 
its annihilation in complete happiness.” The film is divided into two sec-
tions. Following the credits, it opens on a medium close-up of a woman 
with her arms stretched out, fettered to a wall with strips of paper or 
cloth. In a close-up, a hand with a crayfish and a moon painted on it 
traces two circles and a triangle in a puddle of glistening black fluid, 
before wiping them out. The second sequence of the film is more event-
ful. A dissolve leads to a room with two filthy-looking men, seated and 
talking to each other. One of them raises a glass containing an unspeci-
fied drink. The camera tilts and reveals that the other man has one bare, 
and dirty, foot placed on a loaf of bread lying on the floor. In a cen-
tred close-up, a sharp light illuminates the bread until, suddenly, it dis-
appears, leaving the man’s foot suspended in mid-air. Another dissolve 
transports the camera to an empty street, where a cut reveals a broad, 
dark, tripartite door, stained with a fluid that the commentary reveals to 
be dog piss.26 The door is ajar, and the camera pans slowly to the right. 
In the darkness inside, the bread lies illuminated on the floor. A cut fol-
lows to the bread lying on an ornate silver platter, before another cut 
shows it between the breasts of a naked woman, her torso shown at an 
angle. With the camera placed in the position of her head, two illumi-
nated white rectangles appear over her raised knees. Next, the two men 
approach the woman and remove the bread from her chest. They roll her 
over onto her stomach, and proceed to lift a surgically precise rectangle 
of skin from her back. Underneath it, a close-up shows that a substance 
that resembles lava, excrement, or mincemeat bubbles. Using teaspoons, 
the two men solemnly eat the substance. When they have finished, one 
of the men pulls up his right sleeve and reaches down into the hole in 
the woman’s back, from which he pulls out the loaf of bread. A jarring 
cut follows to what looks like a narrow white room or the inside of a 
box. A ball bounces frantically, and suddenly photographs of faces of sev-
eral children appear, pasted to the side and back walls. After a fade to 
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black, the loaf of bread comes into view through a dissolve. Stop-motion 
animated, it rotates slightly jerkily in a medium close-up; after a cut to an 
extreme close-up, it opens in half, and the substance from the woman’s 
back pours out of it.

As these descriptions suggest, The Definite Rejection of a Request for 
a Kiss and Eaten Horizons are enigmatic films. To begin with, they can 
be related to a heterogeneous lineage of surrealist short films from the 
1920s onwards, including Man Ray’s L’étoile de mer (1928), Buñuel and 
Dalí’s Un chien andalou, Ernst Moerman’s Monsieur Fantômas, Marcel 
Mariën’s L’Imitiation du cinéma, and Ado Kyrou’s La Chevelure. As var-
ied as they are, all of these films, too, were made on shoestring budgets, 
within or in the vicinity of the surrealist movement, and with seeming 
disregard for wider commercial, artistic, and avant-garde expectations. 
Freddie’s films above all conjure up an uneasy eroticism. Desire and its 
frustrations and transformations are central in Buñuel and Dalí’s canon-
ized films. It extends throughout Moerman’s evocation of Fantômas’s 
frustrated pursuit of his object of desire. Desire also permeates Kyrou’s 
depiction of a man obsessed by the long head hair that he finds, a fet-
ishist enthralled by the metonymic residue of an imagined Eros. Like 
Mariën’s blasphemous and playful L’Imitiation du cinéma, Freddie’s 
films are also disruptive, sacrificing the sort of skilled montage employed 
by Buñuel, even at his most disorienting, for a disjunctive poetics. Like 
Mariën, Freddie also accentuates the female body and, in the case of 
Eaten Horizons, links it to a reimagined religious ritual. Crucially, the 
films mentioned all feature prominently struggles of desire against the 
order of law, society, or religion. Freddie’s films, however, do not work 
through such oppositions. There are no police, priests, or patriarchs 
blocking the flows of desire in them. His films rather appear to be ritual-
istic conjurations of desire, albeit with ambiguous outcomes.

Freddie’s films have much in common with the prevalent eroticism 
in his art.27 The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss and Eaten 
Horizons also resonate with Freddie’s persistent tendency to depict 
bodies that transform and intermingle with matter and the surround-
ing world, as it takes expression in paintings such as The King of Kings 
(1934), Venetian Portrait (1942), and Thalia and Telephonia (1942). 
The films, then, do not so much mark a break with as a transforma-
tion of themes and topics that had preoccupied Freddie and other sur-
realists in the interwar era. They inhabit a landscape of ambivalent and 
often uncanny desire, where bodies act, transform, and want in defiance 



of natural and societal limitations, which can bring to mind such other 
surrealist eroticists as Georges Bataille, Hans Bellmer, Mimi Parent, and 
Toyen.

The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss is short on narrative con-
tent. Its connection of the female mouth and the background scenery 
postulates a relation between the female body and the changing seasons, 
but it does little to suggest the specific nature of this connection. And is 
Freddie’s face that of a man driven to a horrible deed because he is una-
ble to accept the woman’s rejection of his desire? Or is he in fact the one 
who rejects the woman, terrified by the unpredictable will of the lips and 
tongue, frightened by their lack of recognition of the divide between the 
human and nature? In this chapter, I will suggest some venues for inter-
pretation of The Definite Rejection of a Request for a Kiss that do not so 
much attempt to affix narrative as symbolic, esoteric, and poetic meaning 
to this brief film.

There is more of a narrative progression in Eaten Horizons. The ritual 
in the first section seems to be directed towards unlocking the myste-
rious events that unfold. The opening of the woman’s eyes signifies an 
awakening of impulses that play out later. The second section makes the 
spectator the witness of another ritual: the movements and the subse-
quent disappearance of the loaf of bread, which is followed by its reap-
pearance when the two men discover it deep inside the woman’s body. 
Freddie’s commentary calls the woman’s breasts a “dock for my, oh so 
heavy, bread-ship,” and hence makes it abundantly clear that the bread, 
not so subtly phallic in shape, signifies both the male member and male 
desire.28 The disappearance of the bread appears to refer to the subti-
tle’s “annihilation of love” in “the absolute happiness” of the sexual cli-
max—the petite mort is troubling, and the recovery of the male drive is 
construed as a rather complicated affair. The sudden cut to a cramped 
space in which a ball bounces around and the faces of small children 
appear, seems like an absurd reference to conception: the ball configured 
as sperm riotously trying to find its way through a cramped space, and 
eventually causing the appearance of an imposing number of children. 
The final shot of the loaf of bread revolving and opening so that the lava, 
excrement, or meat from inside the woman pours out may signal either 
a revelation of the inmost nature of desire, or its unexpected transforma-
tion after the experience of absolute happiness.

This interpretation appears reasonable in the light of such paratexts 
as the film’s credits and Freddie’s written commentary. But if it seems 
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somewhat hollow, that is likely because it does not consider the film’s 
relation with Freddie’s esoteric period. Freddie’s films may appear nar-
ratively thin, but their imagery, their character of mysterious ritual, and 
the relations they establish between the body and the surrounding world 
need to be related to surrealism’s overall turn to myth and magic. Eaten 
Horizons, in particular, benefits from an interpretation of certain of the 
first sequence’s iconographic elements from the perspective of surreal-
ism’s immersion in esotericism. While the second section is even more 
convoluted, it can be partly understood in relation to surrealism’s appli-
cation of alchemy as a poetics of transmutation. The Definite Rejection 
of a Request for a Kiss and Eaten Horizons alike can furthermore be dis-
cussed in the light of Freddie’s and surrealism’s professed ambition to 
restore the magic dimension in art, in which experiential aspects come to 
the fore.

freddie’s esoteric period: connections 
And trAnsformAtions

In his radio talk “Why Do I Paint?” Freddie situates his films directly in 
the context of surrealism’s search for a new myth:

Recently I have turned my attention to more esoteric phenomena. In my 
paintings, sculptures and films made with Jørgen Roos I have concentrated 
my efforts on creating an organism which is receptive to mythological 
life.29

Indeed, Le Surréalisme en 1947 had such an impact on Freddie that it 
transformed his work over the following years. It started when, in the 
spring of 1947, he received a letter of invitation from Breton to partic-
ipate in the exhibition. In the letter, Breton describes the aims of the 
exhibition to draw up the contours of a new myth, but he also provides 
a detailed outline of its execution and its structure as a passage of initia-
tion.30 Freddie was particularly enthused with the plan for twelve altars 
dedicated to mythological beings, and he swiftly responded with a sug-
gestion for a design for the sixth altar, with the theme of the Secretary 
Bird. But Freddie’s reply apparently went missing and never reached 
Breton; instead, the altar was claimed by the Romanian artist Victor 
Brauner, and Freddie had to settle for contributing a few paintings to 
the exhibition.31 Attending Le Surréalisme en 1947 in the summer, the 


