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Surrealism and
Mexico
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A major art exhibit
provokes a
remembrance of how
this school of art came
to be associated with
the fantasy of the
Mexican people.

Mexico's powerful reality has often touched
a sensitive spot in the soul of European
artists. Since the surrealist program is one
of beauty, eroticism, black humour and
sensuality, it is no surprise that it should
find itself at home in a country where the
transition between reality and fantasy is an
every day occurrence. But what nowdays
seem a natural convergence had a great
deal of difficulty getting off the ground in
the late 1930s. Ari critic Ida Rodriguez
Prampolini, who put together this exhibit,
explains why this was so.

The exhibit ““Surrealists in Mexico”! opened last
August at the National Museum with paintings
by the first European surrealists in Mexico. Start-
ing with Antonin Artaud, it comprises the latest

young painters of this school, and includes the
work of Mexican artists not orthodoxly aligned
with surrealism but who do respond to what that
school of painting sought for in our country: the
fantasy of the Mexican people. Although lack-
ing formal links to the French school of paint-
ing, these artists were inspired by Mexico's
myths and spontaneity, its magic and traditions.

When French Poet Andre Breton, founder of
the surrealist movement, came to Mexico in
1938, the press published a long interview on
hisimpressions. ‘| dreamt of Mexico —said Bre-
ton—and I find myself here... Never before have
I felt how reality so splendidly fulfills the promises
of dreams.”

Breton went on to list the outstanding and un-
usual thathe found in Mexico. .. its ever-active
mythical past, the marvelous social melting-pot
expressed in the exemplary attitude of its for-
eign policy inrecent years (a reference to Presi-
dent Lazaro Cardenas’ policy toward the Span-
ish Civil War), and something more intimate, the
unique way in which a keen sensitivity shows
through in their expressions of black humour,
which is very dear to me... Mexico tends to be
the utmost surrealist place... | find the surreal
Mexicoinitshighlights, in itsflora, in the energy
that stems from its mixture of races and from
its highest aspirations.”
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Andre Breton, Diego Rivera and Leon Trotsky in Mexico.
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From Mexico's political, social and mythical at-
mosphere, from its fantasy and folklore, the
French poet no doubt singled out characteris-
tics which apparently linked our way of life to
surrealist principles. His enthusiasm was all the
greater because atthe time he visited our coun-
try the surrealist movement tended toward the
revolutionary left and its projects. Mexico un-
der Cardenas seemed to be enacting some of
the aspirations and petitions that European sur-
realists included in their Manifesto of 1924.

Fourteen years separated the Breton of the First
Surrealist Manifesto from the poet who came
to Mexico in 1938, years during which not only
the man but surrealism itself changed. Breton
arrived shrouded in the fame of controversy, en-
lightenment and sectarianism, cloaked in the
image of the intolerant prophet-inquisitor. He
was no longer supported by the friends who
originally set out with him on the adventurous
attempt to save mankind. Most of them had
fallen by the wayside under the pressure of his
lashing tongue and of the public indictments
metted out by Breton's intolerance toward the
contradictions that he exalted in theory. This
is why throughout his life the poet was forced
to seek out new and increasingly younger fol-
lowers. We can even understand how the ar-
tist's conceit led him to publicly remark on the
Mexican press' failure to give adeguate cover-
age to hislectures, since he was explaining none
other than the program that art should follow
in this atmosphere so potentially akin to sur-
realism.

When the International Surrealist Exhibit opened
at the Mexican Art Gallery in January, 1940 it
received the same luke-warm welcome Breton
had been given two years before. The show
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was organized by a young star of the European
movement, the Austrian Wolfgang Paalen, and
by Peruvian Poet César Moro. ltincluded works
by Dali, Magritte, Picasso, Masson, Delveaux,
Tanguy and other Europeans, along with the
paintings of Mexican artists such as Diego
Rivera, Guillermo Meza, Agustin Lazo, Frida
Kahlo and Remedios Varo. Prehispanic art ob-
jects and other so-called works of 'savage art"’
were included along with photographs. The ex-
hibit was mounted conventionally instead of with
the excentric flourishes surrealists were notori-
cus for.

Mexican painter Manuel Rodriguez Lozano
wrote at the time: "'It's naive to bring surrealism
to the homeland of marijuana. You don't paint
when you're high, you paint when you're lucid,
and that's when the reality of the Mexican peo-
ple is portrayed.”

The works of two women painters, Remedios
Varo and Frida Kahlo, were included in this now
famous 1940 exhibit. Perhaps an analysis of
their painting can help explain why the sur-
realist's program had such a scant following
in Mexico and was really only taken up by
foreign-born artists, as was the case of Reme-
dios Varo.

This artist came to Mexico from Catalufa in
1942, although one of her works, Memory of
The Walkyrie, preceded her and was exhibited
in 1938. When Remedios Varo came to Ameri-
ca she was a fully developed artist with a solid
and knowledgeable mastery of her craft. She
was firmly rooted in the surrealist school after
having lived in Paris with Poet Benjamin Peret,
who came with her, and partaking in the close
circle of Breton's followers: Paul Eluard, Ives

Painters of Seven Generations

Works by seven generations of
painters were brought together
to communicate among them-
selves and with visitors atan im-
portant new exhibit, Confronta-
tion 86: A Synchronic View of
Mexican Painting. Shown atthe
Palace of Fine Arts from July 18
to September 7, this sampling
of 165 painters occupied six of
the museum’s large halls. The
exhibitwas sponsored by the Di-
vision of Visual Arts to provide
a "‘balance sheet of Mexico's ar-
tistic assets.”” Works were cho-
sen by six external specialists
along with three others from the
Division.

The organizers maintain thatthe
show revealed “one of the pos-
sible pictorial truths of today's
national reality,” and that it pro-
vided a journey through several

Mexican schools of art: realist,
free figurativist, fantastic, lyric
abstract, geometric, minimalist,
neofigurativist and neoexpres-
sionist. Nonetheless, for this re-
viewer's taste, the journey was
excessive.

The painters chosen to be
shown by all of the judges
(Tamayo, Gerzo, Soriano, Cue-
vas, Rojo, Felguérez, Gironella
and Toledo) were given 3.6
meters of exhibition space for up
to three works. The next group
received 3.2 meters for uptotwo
paintings, and the others 1.6
meters for one work.

It is said that Diego Rivera,
hyphenation Mexican muralist,
often listened to the conversa-
tions of the plant kingdom and
the music of paintings. If we sup-

pose that common mortals may
also partake of that possibility,
then this reviewer would have
to say, perhaps rather rashly,
that he was left with only one
thing for certain: Confrontation
86 offered lots of painting and
little music and much noise and,
at best, a couple of nuts.

Through the view of these parti-
cular eyes, the only memorable
and vigorous music was to be
found in *‘The Vocation of Tea-
cher Magdalena" (Belkin; "La
vocacion delamaestra Magda-
lena"), ‘‘Sacrifice”” (Castaneda;
“‘Sacrificio’'), “The Hour is
Transparent' (Coen; Lahora es
transparente), "Intolerance’

(Cuevas; "Intolerancia’),” With-

out Work'' (Dosamantes; “'El
sin trabajo’), "Time Threate-
ned" (Esguedo; "'"Tiempo ame-

nazado""), ‘The Miraculous Lord
of the Iguanas'’ (Flores; "El se-
fior milagroso de las iguanas’),
““Crowded and Cornered”
(Gonzélez Rodriguez; “Amon-
tonados y arrinconados’’),
“‘Adolescent Conversing with a
Bird" (Hernandez; “*Adolescen-
te dialogando con un pajaro),
“Character in the Border
Country* (Val Ra; "Personaje en
el pais de lafrontera), “Pompey”’
(Rivera; “Pompeya’’), “Land-
scape with Birds" (Soriano; “*Pai-
sajecon pajaros’), "Againstthe
Wind” (Vargas; “‘Contra el vien-
t0"), and ‘‘Prometheus, Second
State’ (Vlady; “Prometeo, se-
gundo estado”’).

Luis Perdomo QOrellana
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